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Abstract
We are a society of organizations—schools, churches, corporations, clubs, prisons—that structure our
everyday lives, enable and constrain our actions, and shape our life chances. In this dissertation, I
investigate how discourses, organizational structures, and interactions within organizations bolster and
challenge social inequalities. I examine these processes within two institutions that shape and are
shaped by unequal social conditions: education and philanthropy. The dissertation draws on ethnographic
data and interviews at three organizations seeking to transform social inequalities: a “pipeline” program
that prepares low-income students of color to attend elite boarding schools and go on to elite colleges; a
democratic school designed to give students and adults an equal voice in decisions; and a philanthropic
foundation seeking to transfer control over its grantmaking to a community-based board. Based on data
from the pipeline program, I argue that organizational structures can function as tools for building—and
embedding participants within—social networks with advantageous structural characteristics. Alongside
these mobility-enhancing organizational structures, I find that the program’s academically-induced
emotional rollercoaster strengthens students’ confidence in their academic skills and their ability to
persist in the face of academic challenges—a valuable emotional asset for the students as they enter elite
boarding schools. However, I argue, the feeling students emerge with of having earned their successes
(and failures) may ultimately serve to reproduce the individualistic, meritocratic discourses that support
the patterns of social inequality the program helps its students sidestep. At the other two organizations
included in the dissertation, I examine organizational attempts to redistribute power across institutional
roles: from teachers (more broadly, adults) to students, and from a foundation to the community it funds.
Based on an analysis of interactions within these two organizations, I offer a typology of power-balancing
encounters. I argue that the sustained power-balancing potential of an encounter is based on its being
embedded in institutionalized, power-balancing structures within the organization. Taken together, these
findings contribute to the limited empirical literature on pipeline programs, democratic schools, and
alternative models of philanthropy. The findings also contribute to theoretical literatures on the creation of
social capital, mechanisms of social reproduction via elite schooling, and power.
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ABSTRACT
PRIVILEGE AND PROMISE:
ORGANIZATIONS AS BROKERS OF POWER AND SOCIAL MOBILITY
Amanda Barrett Cox
Rand Quinn
Charles L. Bosk
We are a society of organizations—schools, churches, corporations, clubs, prisons—that
structure our everyday lives, enable and constrain our actions, and shape our life chances.
In this dissertation, I investigate how discourses, organizational structures, and
interactions within organizations bolster and challenge social inequalities. I examine
these processes within two institutions that shape and are shaped by unequal social
conditions: education and philanthropy. The dissertation draws on ethnographic data and
interviews at three organizations seeking to transform social inequalities: a “pipeline”
program that prepares low-income students of color to attend elite boarding schools and
go on to elite colleges; a democratic school designed to give students and adults an equal
voice in decisions; and a philanthropic foundation seeking to transfer control over its
grantmaking to a community-based board. Based on data from the pipeline program, I
argue that organizational structures can function as tools for building—and embedding
participants within—social networks with advantageous structural characteristics.
Alongside these mobility-enhancing organizational structures, I find that the program’s
academically-induced emotional rollercoaster strengthens students’ confidence in their
academic skills and their ability to persist in the face of academic challenges—a valuable
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emotional asset for the students as they enter elite boarding schools. However, I argue,
the feeling students emerge with of having earned their successes (and failures) may
ultimately serve to reproduce the individualistic, meritocratic discourses that support the
patterns of social inequality the program helps its students sidestep. At the other two
organizations included in the dissertation, I examine organizational attempts to
redistribute power across institutional roles: from teachers (more broadly, adults) to
students, and from a foundation to the community it funds. Based on an analysis of
interactions within these two organizations, I offer a typology of power-balancing
encounters. I argue that the sustained power-balancing potential of an encounter is based
on its being embedded in institutionalized, power-balancing structures within the
organization. Taken together, these findings contribute to the limited empirical literature
on pipeline programs, democratic schools, and alternative models of philanthropy. The
findings also contribute to theoretical literatures on the creation of social capital,
mechanisms of social reproduction via elite schooling, and power.
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Chapter 1: Privilege and Promise

We are a society of organizations—schools, churches, corporations, clubs,
prisons—that structure our everyday lives, enable and constrain our actions, and shape
our life chances. Organizations are sites of both privilege and promise, at times serving to
legitimate existing inequalities, and at times clearing the path for upward mobility from
one social strata to the next. Organizations and their leaders may hold tightly their power
and influence, or they may seek to step aside and empower others. In times such as ours,
marked by increasing economic inequality and highly inequitable educational
opportunities (see, e.g., Duncan and Murnane 2016; Piketty 2014), philanthropic
foundations and education-related organizations serve as brokers of both privilege and
promise, power and social mobility.
This dissertation examines how organizations broker power and social mobility as
they transform and reproduce social inequality. I examine these processes within two
institutions that shape and are shaped by unequal social conditions: education and
philanthropy. The dissertation draws on ethnographic data and in-depth interviews at
three organizations seeking to transform social inequalities: a “pipeline” program that
prepares low-income students of color to attend elite boarding schools and go on to elite
colleges; a democratic school designed to give students and adults an equal voice in
decisions; and a philanthropic foundation seeking to transfer control over its grantmaking
to a community-based board.
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The pipeline program works within and accepts—at times, embraces—the
contours of the highly stratified institution of education in the United States. In contrast,
the democratic school and foundation included in this dissertation take a different tack:
they seek to change one of the most basic aspects of their respective institutional
realms—namely, the balance of power among participants. While the pipeline program
works within the bounds of the existing system, the foundation and democratic school are
working to change those bounds. In each of these three organizations, I investigate how
organizational structures, discourses, and interactions bolster and challenge patterns of
social inequality.
MERITOCRACY, PIPELINE PROGRAMS, AND SOCIAL MOBILITY
Schools are vehicles for both social mobility and the reproduction of social
inequalities. The meritocratic view of education sees schools as institutions that create a
level playing field, rewarding and promoting students based on objective measures of
academic skills and knowledge regardless of a student’s social status. Meritocratic
principles are baked into the basic model of modern schooling: graded curricula,
simultaneous instruction, and individual evaluation, which partially buffer students from
the effects of ascriptive characteristics such as age, race, and social class and place them
in a “meritocratic game” (Labaree 1997:57). In such a system, so the meritocratic
ideology goes, regardless of a student’s initial social status—whether rich or poor, Black
or White, girl or boy—schools will reshuffle students based on their levels of individual
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academic achievement, resulting in a new hierarchy that is independent of each student’s
initial social status.
Decades of research suggest that this view of a meritocratic educational system is
more myth than reality. While schools serve as vehicles for social and economic mobility
(both up and down the stratification ladder) for some students, an extensive body of
research spanning the fields of sociology, anthropology, sociolinguistics, and education
has found that they more often contribute to the reproduction of existing social
inequalities (see Arum, Beattie, and Ford 2015). Following the work of Bourdieu and
Passeron (1990), studies have repeatedly found that schools reward the skills, knowledge,
and dispositions of the dominant class (Brantlinger 2003:3; Calarco 2011, 2014; Carter
2005; Lareau 2011). Although middle- and upper-middle-class students must still
compete for academic success, research suggests that the playing field is sloped in their
favor.
Studies of elite educational institutions confirm these general findings: they too
contribute to the reproduction of existing inequalities and are particularly powerful
reproducers of the class privilege that has allowed the majority of their students to attend
them (Cookson and Persell 1985; Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Khan 2011; Kingston and
Lewis 1990; Massey et al. 2003). However, as race-conscious admission policies and
financial aid expanded at the nation’s selective colleges and universities throughout the
latter half of the twentieth century, further back in the education pipeline, elite boarding
schools followed suit by crafting populations of students who were from diverse racial,

4
ethnic, and class backgrounds and by maintaining robust financial aid budgets to support
this effort. Attendance at an elite private school often catapults socially and economically
disadvantaged students into elite colleges and universities (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff
2003). Therefore, while these schools are sites for the social reproduction of the elite,
they are also vehicles for significant social mobility for a small proportion of their
students (Khan 2011; Massey et al. 2003; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003).
As many public schools have struggled to fulfill the social mobility promise of
schooling, particularly for low-income students and students of color, a number of
organizations—sometimes referred to as “pipeline” programs—have sought to increase
the number of these students in elite private schools. These programs provide a steady
flow of students from diverse racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds into the nation’s most
elite private secondary schools (Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff
2003). Thus, pipeline programs sit at the nexus of the transformative and reproductive
possibilities of education.
Social mobility does not come without social and emotional costs. Research
suggests that low-income students and students of color attending elite schools may face
significant social, emotional, cultural, and academic barriers in these predominantly
White and affluent environments. Upwardly mobile students of color in elite schools
often encounter cultural norms and expectations that differ from their own, feel
increasingly estranged from their families and friends back home, and feel marginalized
or excluded by their more privileged peers (Granfield 1991; Horvat and Antonio 1999;
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Howard 2008; Jack 2014, 2015; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). A handful of
autobiographies, memoirs, and journalistic accounts of people of color who attended elite
secondary schools and colleges support these scholarly findings regarding the subjective
experience of upward mobility via elite schooling (Anson 1987; Cary 1991; Monroe
1989; Rodriguez 1982; Suskind 1998).
Despite the research suggesting that students of color and students from lowincome families will need a variety of social, cultural, and emotional skills to succeed in
elite educational environments (Horvat and Antonio 1999; Jack 2014, 2015; Kuriloff and
Reichert 2003), little is known about how pipeline programs prepare students to enter
these predominantly White, affluent spaces that are very unlike the schools and
communities to which the students are accustomed. In these explicitly academic
programs, what types of non-academic lessons do students learn? More broadly, as these
programs offer students avenues for social mobility, how might such preparation sharpen
or neutralize students’ potential critique of elite educational institutions and the structures
of inequality that support them?
I address these questions in Chapters 2 and 3. In those chapters I draw on data
from participant-observation and in-depth interviews to examine a pipeline program and
the role it plays as a mobility broker in students’ trajectory of upward mobility. Chapter 2
focuses on how the program structures social ties among participants. This chapter
addresses the broader question: What types of organizational structures are likely to
embed participants in networks with advantageous characteristics? Chapter 3 focuses on
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the program’s academic curriculum and answers the following questions: In addition to
the academic preparation they provide, what role do the academic aspects of the program
play in preparing students to enter elite schools? What types of non-academic lessons are
conveyed through the academic aspects of the program?
As I discuss below, Chapter 4 focuses on the other two organizations included in
the dissertation—a private philanthropic foundation and a democratic school. This
chapter shifts the focus from the pipeline program, which seeks to transform social
inequalities by working within established institutional norms, to two organizations
working to change the very norms that maintain inequalities within their institutions.
FOUNDATIONS AND SCHOOLS AS SITES OF POWER IMBALANCE
The educational inequality that pipeline programs seek to address is fueled by
increasing economic inequality and the rapid concentration of wealth. Private
philanthropic foundations are a centerpiece of these economic trends. As economic
inequality increases, we are experiencing a new golden age of philanthropy—with an
average of 2,100 new foundations created annually over the past decade, endowed
foundation assets totaling nearly $800 billion, and grantmaking exceeding $40 billion
each year (Foundation Center 2014). This philanthropic explosion places otherwisetaxable dollars under private rather than public control, raising questions about the extent
to which foundation-based philanthropy may “erode democracy” (Horvath and Powell
2016) or even be “repugnant to the whole idea of democracy” (Reich 2016).
Private foundations are a rapidly increasing group of actors influencing decisions
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that impact the education, health, and general welfare of millions of people around the
world (McGoey 2015; Rogers 2011). The Rockefeller Foundation helped plan the
rebuilding of coastal New Jersey cities destroyed by Superstorm Sandy (Cohen 2016).
The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation influences the World Health Organization’s
approach to global health (McGoey 2015). Several foundations have played decisive
roles in shaping the landscape of public education across the country (Ravitch 2010;
Reckhow 2013; Russakoff 2015; Tompkins-Stange 2016).
Despite the significant tax exemptions that foundations and their donors receive in
exchange for their charitable work, the use of funds held in private foundations is subject
to limited scrutiny or accountability (Prewitt 2006). As McGoey (2015:102) notes,
“Unpopular governments face the wrath of voters. Publicly listed companies face stock
devaluations. Philanthropic foundations face far fewer external checks on their
operations.” Thus, foundations have significant latitude in both their processes and
outcomes related to the distribution of their resources, both political and economic.
Foundations may engage in processes that concentrate or distribute the economic
and political resources they control. For example, they may form regimes comprised of
other economic and political elites and engage in a process referred to by some as
“philanthro-policymaking,” setting funding agendas and influencing social policy in ways
that short-circuit democratic processes and are neither inclusive, accountable, nor
transparent (Ramdas 2011; Rogers 2011). Alternatively, a foundation may seek to create
more participatory, democratic processes that distribute economic resources more broadly
and give the decision-making reins back to the public (Ostrander 1995).
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Despite their public-reporting requirements, foundations are notoriously private
and difficult to access. Therefore, little is known about the one-the-ground methods by
which they concentrate or distribute power. Since foundations are embedded in an
institution marked by entrenched lines of power imbalance, those foundations seeking to
redistribute power represent an opportunity to investigate top-down, deliberate efforts to
shift power from those who would otherwise be in positions of power (the foundation and
its agents) to those who would not (the stakeholders impacted by the foundation’s grants).
Like philanthropy, the institution of education is also marked by deep lines of
power imbalance. Since the days of Plato and Aristotle, the form, content, and goals of
schooling have been topics of heated debate. Debates among educational philosophers
have centered on the role of the state, parents, and children in schooling and whether the
purpose of schooling is to conserve and reproduce the social order or to transform it (see,
e.g., Dewey 1997; Locke 1996; Mill 2008). Despite these philosophical debates, in
practice formal education in the United States has centered on nested imbalances of
power between the nation and states, states and school districts, districts and schools, and
teachers and students. Thus, whether seen in terms of national or state standards for
curricula and teacher certification or in terms of individual teachers evaluating and
grading students’ performance, formal schooling is a site of bright, though often
contested, lines of power. Even in the domains of private schooling and home schooling,
which are subject to fewer state and federal controls, it is still school administrators,
teachers, and parents—in short, adults—who, more often than not, control the form and
content of students’ learning (see, e.g., Stevens 2001).
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In contrast to conventional schools, democratic schools represent an attempt to
shift the power imbalance between adults and children within the institution of education.
Although each of the several dozen democratic schools across the country is different, in
its purest form a democratic school is a school run by direct democracy, with each
student and each adult having one vote in all matters of substance and students directing
the form and content of their own learning (see., e.g., Gray and Chanoff 1986; Greenberg
et al. 1995). Thus, like the minority of private foundations that are seeking to shift the
conventional power dynamics within the institution of philanthropy, the relatively small
number of democratic schools across the country represent an opportunity to investigate
organizational attempts to redistribute power within yet another institution marked by
significant imbalances in power.
Democratic schools and foundations engaged in efforts to redistribute power are
not alone in their attempts at institutional change. These organizations exist alongside
democratizing efforts in other institutional spheres. For example, in some municipalities,
closed-door conversations among elected officials drawing up municipal budgets are
being traded for public deliberation and democratic voting on the use of taxpayer money
(Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017). In cities across the country, crowd-sourced text-message
votes and online surveys, rather than city workers or corporate employees, are
determining the locations for bike-sharing corrals (Bay Area Bike Share 2018; New York
City Department of Transportation 2018). In some neighborhoods, top-down decisionmaking by school officials and police officers has been replaced by local school councils
and community-policing partnerships (Fung 2001).
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In ways big and small, these new institutional arrangements tilt toward the
democratization of decision-making, information, and access to valued goods and
services. They devolve decision-making and shift the social relations and, in turn, the
usual dynamics of power within their respective institutional spheres. However, as town
hall meetings and crowdsourcing for solutions to public problems have become
increasingly common, democratic innovations have not necessarily led to their intended
outcomes of decreased levels of inequality due to increased community voice (Baiocchi
and Ganuza 2017; Lee, McQuarrie, and Walker 2015; Levine 2017).
Existing research on power offers little to help us understand how democratizing
processes such as these, in which power is redistributed across institutional roles, take
place or why they might fail. Theoretical and empirical work on power has focused
primarily on how power is acquired, maintained, and exercised. Much less is known
about processes through which power may be shared or distributed voluntarily. Without
understanding on-the-ground attempts to redistribute power, we fail to understand how
efforts to democratize institutions from above may effectively redistribute power and
how they may fail to do so despite their best intentions.
In Chapter 4 I begin to address these issues. Here I investigate the process of
“democratization from above,” the voluntary attempt to redistribute power from those
whose role provides more of it to those whose role provides less of it. Using ethnographic
methods and in-depth interviews, I investigate attempts to redistribute power at two sites:
a private foundation seeking to transfer control over its grantmaking to a communitybased board, and a democratic school in which students and adults have equal voice in

11
decisions. I address the following question: What types of interactions facilitate the
redistribution of power across institutional roles? To understand how individuals
occupying roles conventionally associated with more power and authority attempt to
balance power across institutional roles, I analyze interactions between foundation
representatives and grant recipients and between school staff and students. In Chapter 5,
the final chapter of the dissertation, I revisit the findings in the three empirical chapters,
and I discuss the theoretical and empirical contributions of my dissertation.
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Chapter 2: Cohorts, “Siblings,” and Mentors: Organizational Structures and the
Creation of Social Capital1

Social networks provide access to information, support, and resources that help
individuals stay in school, achieve academically, find a job, make difficult decisions at
work, or deal with everyday matters and catastrophic emergencies (Coleman 1988;
Granovetter 1973; Mizruchi and Stearns 2001; Small 2009; Wellman and Wortley 1990).
For this reason, researchers have conceptualized resource-rich social ties as forms of
social capital, “the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social
networks or other social structures” (Portes 1998:6). An individual’s store of social
capital depends in part on the organizations in which she participates (Small 2009), and
the structure and composition of an individual’s social network may be more or less
advantageous (Burt 1992, 2000; Granovetter 1973; Kay and Wallace 2009; Mizruchi and
Stearns 2001). Therefore, understanding how organizations create and structure social
connections among participants is important for understanding the mechanisms that
undergird existing inequalities. This is particularly important for understanding how
organizations devoted to participants’ social mobility may increase participants’ stores of
social capital by purposefully creating and structuring social ties.

1

This chapter appears as an article with the same title in Sociology of Education, volume 90, issue 1, pages
47-63. Its inclusion here is in agreement with SAGE Publication’s guidelines for authors’ reuse of
copyrighted material.
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In this chapter I answer the following question: How can an organization help
participants increase their social capital? I use Launch, an organization that prepares lowincome students of color to attend elite boarding high schools, as a case study.2 Based on
an ethnographic study of Launch, I find that the organization not only creates social ties
among participants, but that it uses organizational structures to stratify those ties
horizontally and vertically. Consequently, the organization equips participants with a
diverse set of social contacts who occupy a range of positions within the hierarchical
structures of Launch, boarding schools, and colleges and so provide access to a mix of
resources that are beneficial in different contexts and at different times. I argue that
organizational structures can function as tools for building—and embedding participants
within—social networks with advantageous structural properties that provide valuable
stores of social capital.
My findings contribute to the sociological literature in two ways. First, I support
and extend Small’s (2009) argument that organizations broker social ties among
participants. Whereas Small (2009) found that interactions resulting from routine
participation in organizations may lead to beneficial social ties, I find that organizational
structures can be used to create ties that embed participants in networks with
advantageous structural properties. Thus, the structure and composition of participants’
social networks likely vary based on the ways different organizations structure social ties
among participants. Second, I shed light on how mobility-focused “pipeline” programs

“Launch” and all proper names are pseudonyms. In some cases, I have changed minor details in order to
protect individuals’ or the organization’s identity.
2
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such as A Better Chance and the Posse Foundation may shape the experiences of lowincome students at elite educational institutions (Datnow and Cooper 1997; Jack 2014,
2015; Kramer 2008; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003). Specifically, such programs may
foster social networks that help students overcome social and emotional challenges they
are likely to face in the elite schools they will attend (Holland 2012; Horvat and Antonio
1999; Howard 2008; Ispa-Landa 2013; Jack 2014, 2015; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003).
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND NETWORK STRUCTURES
Despite different conceptualizations of social capital (e.g., Bourdieu 1986;
Coleman 1988), in empirical literature social capital has been operationalized most
commonly as an individual’s ability to access resources embedded in social networks
(Portes 1998). Through social networks individuals obtain valuable resources, such as
information, services, material goods, obligations, and a sense of solidarity (e.g., (Small
2009). Therefore, social capital is an important resource for status attainment (Lin 1999).
Yet, like other forms of capital, social capital is unequally distributed. Access to
resource-rich social ties varies by social position. Individuals in higher-status groups—
whites, men, those with higher incomes, and those with more years of schooling—tend to
have larger social networks that include contacts with a more heterogeneous and
advantageous set of resources relative to those in lower-status groups (Campbell,
Marsden, and Hurlbert 1986; Cornwell and Cornwell 2008; McPherson, Smith-Lovin,
and Brashears 2006; Moore 1990). Consequently, their social capital may yield higher
returns, especially if their networks provide upward reachability within hierarchical
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social structures and are extensive in the range of positions to which they provide access
(Lin 2001).
Along with network size and composition, network structure also influences the
value and accessibility of resources embedded in a network. Different network structures
serve different social-capital-building purposes: weak ties connecting otherwise
unconnected groups provide broad and early access to information (Burt 1992, 2004) and
new resources (Granovetter 1973, 1974); in contrast, strong ties and networks with
densely interconnected members foster trust, shared norms, feelings of obligation, and
sanctions that make it less risky for network members to trust one another and so more
likely that they will share resources with each other (Coleman 1988; Lin 2001).
Therefore, it is advantageous to have a network that includes both weak ties connecting
otherwise-disconnected others and strong ties among densely interconnected contacts.
Furthermore, having both strong and weak ties is likely to enhance the size, or extensity,
of an individual’s network, making it more likely that the network includes contacts
occupying different hierarchical positions within a social structure and so likely to
provide access to diverse resources (Lin 1999).
Taken together, this research suggests that an individual’s social capital is
influenced by the resources embedded in her social network and by the structure of that
network. Having a network that provides upward reachability in hierarchical social
structures, a heterogeneous mix of resources, and access to contacts occupying an
extensive range of positions within a social structure is likely to afford better access to
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social capital (Lin 2001). Therefore, a network that is structured in such a way that it
provides members with a mass of social ties that meet these criteria is likely to yield
greater returns than one that provides limited reachability, homogeneous resources, and
access to a limited range of positions within a given social hierarchy. Since research on
social networks has focused primarily on networks that have already formed, studies have
necessarily approached individuals’ stores of social capital as relatively static. While
these studies have increased our understanding of how social ties and the structures of the
networks they create advantage and disadvantage network members, they have not
explained how individuals become embedded in social networks with advantageous
structures and characteristics.
ORGANIZATIONS AS BROKERS OF SOCIAL TIES
Organizations are sites where social ties are created and maintained (Duneier
1992; Wacquant 2004). Therefore, as Small (2009) argued, focusing on organizations as
sites of tie formation can help us understand the origins of network inequality. In his
study of mothers whose children were enrolled in childcare centers, Small (2009:179)
argued, “The key to how organizations broker social ties is how they affect social
interaction.” He found that in an attempt to meet their own organizational needs,
childcare centers created policies and practices that provided opportunities and
inducements for mothers to interact. These interactions generated social ties through
which mothers could access resources, such as emergency childcare, emotional support,
and information about school admissions processes (Small 2009). These ties were a
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byproduct—rather than an intended outcome—of the centers’ efforts to meet their own
needs (Small 2009).
Studies that have explored organizations’ purposeful efforts to create social ties
among participants have also found that particular types of interaction foster the
formation of social ties. For example, in their study of an intervention designed to
increase the school-based social capital of Latino/a parents, Shoji and colleagues (2014)
found that particular practices and activities—such as one-on-one and group
discussions—facilitated the types of interactions that were likely to lead to tie formation.
These studies of organizationally embedded social ties draw attention to the role
organizations play in providing a venue for interactions that create and maintain ties
among participants. However, they do not incorporate insights from the network-analytic
literature regarding advantageous characteristics of social networks or of an actor’s
position within them. Nor do they explore how organizations may deliberately contribute
to the structure of social ties and the resulting networks among participants.
Mentoring programs may be one way that organizations purposefully structure
ties among participants, particularly those of different ranks within an organization.
Research on mentoring ties does often incorporate some recognition of the structure of
ties, in addition to their mere presence or absence (Higgins and Kram 2001; Kay and
Wallace 2009). However, these studies have focused primarily on the benefits of
mentorship relationships and how these benefits differ based on the characteristics of the
mentor, the mentee, or the mentor-mentee match (Allen et al. 2004; Kay and Wallace
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2009; Noe 1988; Ragins and Cotton 1999; Wallace 2001). They do not systematically
investigate the organization’s role in structuring those ties.
Thus, the questions still remain: How do organizations structure social ties among
participants? What types of organizational structures are likely to embed participants in
networks with advantageous characteristics? Given the importance of social networks for
status attainment (Lin 1999), these questions may be especially relevant to organizations
seeking to increase participants’ upward social mobility, particularly “pipeline” programs
that provide educational opportunities and training for low-income students and students
of color.
SOCIAL MOBILITY VIA ELITE SCHOOLING
As many urban public schools have failed to provide high-quality education for
students, a growing number of organizations—such as A Better Chance, the Oliver
Scholars Program, and Prep for Prep—have sought to increase the number of low-income
students and students of color in elite private schools. These pipeline programs have
contributed to the steady flow of students from diverse racial, ethnic, and class
backgrounds into the nation’s most elite private secondary schools (GaztambideFernández 2009; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003). Attendance at an elite private school
often catapults socially and economically disadvantaged students into elite colleges and
universities (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003). Therefore, while these schools are sites
for the social reproduction of the elite, they are also vehicles for social mobility (Khan
2011; Massey et al. 2003; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003).
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Social mobility does not come without social and emotional costs. Upwardly
mobile students of color in elite schools often encounter cultural norms and expectations
that differ from their own, feel increasingly estranged from their families and friends
back home, and feel marginalized or excluded by their more privileged peers (Granfield
1991; Howard 2008; Ispa-Landa 2013; Jack 2014; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). The
social ties that students of color attending elite schools form with students similarly
situated in terms of race and class status may be particularly valuable (DeCuir-Gunby
2007; Kramer 2008; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). These ties may contribute to students’
academic success, affirm their racial identity, provide emotional support, and help them
overcome challenges they experience in predominantly white schools (Datnow and
Cooper 1997).
Although these studies point to the importance of social ties for upwardly mobile
students of color in elite schools, they do not explore how these ties form, how the
structures of students’ networks may be beneficial, or how pre-high-school (and precollege) pipeline programs influence students’ experiences. Research on the experiences
of lower-income black undergraduates attending an elite college suggests that
participation in a pipeline program resulted in differences in how students experienced
the same school environment (Jack 2014, 2015). Jack (2014, 2015) found that the
“privileged poor”—black students who had participated in pipeline programs that
funneled them into private high schools—had more positive college experiences than did
the “doubly disadvantaged,” similarly economically disadvantaged black students who
had not attended private high schools. Although Jack (2014, 2015) attributes these
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differences in college experiences to differences between the high school environments
of the two types of students, it is possible that the valuable stocks of capital that the
privileged poor students possess are rooted instead in the preparation and support they
received in pipeline programs before they even entered high school. Below I investigate
one such pipeline program as a case study for understanding how organizations can
purposefully help participants increase their social capital.
RESEARCH SITE AND METHODS
Launch is an organization that prepares students to attend elite boarding high
schools. It recruits high-achieving black and Latino 7th graders who are from low- or
moderate-income families and are attending public, charter, or parochial schools in a
large Northeastern city. Prospective students are referred to the program by teachers,
school counselors, or community organizations. Students undergo a selective admissions
process that includes an application, IQ test, two additional standardized tests, a writing
sample administered by the organization, and two or three rounds of interviews. The
organization admits less than 10 percent of applicants.
Once admitted to Launch, students begin the organization’s 14-month preparatory
program, which includes two summers of academic classes and mentoring and an
intervening school year of mandatory Saturday classes and weekday tutorials. The 6065% of students who successfully complete the preparatory program are placed in groups
of two to seven students in a dozen or so boarding high schools. As Launch students
progress through high school, the organization offers continued support, including
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college counseling, summer internships and travel opportunities, a leadershipdevelopment curriculum, social gatherings, and alumni events. Boarding-school
graduation rates among Launch students are consistently at or above 95 percent. Of the
nearly 3,000 Launch students who have graduated from college since the organization
was founded, over 90 percent have attended the country’s most competitive colleges,
with more than one-third attending the Ivy League.3 Over 40 percent of Launch college
graduates are pursuing or have completed an advanced degree.4
Launch’s Summer Session
The eight-week summer session consists of academic classes, a daily mentoring
meeting, and a recreation period Monday through Friday from 9 a.m. until 5:30 p.m. For
six weeks the summer session takes place at an elite, private day school in the city in
which Launch students live. For two weeks in the middle of the summer session, the
program takes place on a boarding school campus. Many within the Launch community
consider the summer sessions, and the two-week residential period in particular, to be the
“heart and ethos” of the program.
The summer session includes both rising 8th graders (first-summer students), who
will return in the fall to complete a final year at their current schools, and rising 9th
3
4

“Most competitive” category is based on Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges 2016 (2015).

To protect the identity of the organization, I have rounded these figures, which include Launch students
who have attended either a boarding or day school. The data in this dissertation come from my study of the
Launch program that prepares students to attend boarding schools, not day schools. My conversations with
Launch’s boarding-school program director give me no reason to believe that the rates of college
attendance or the types of colleges attended differ significantly among Launch students who attended a
boarding or day school. Since I was unable to obtain disaggregated data, I report the aggregated numbers so
readers may get a sense of Launch students’ educational trajectories.
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graders (second-summer students), who will enter a boarding school in the fall (see Table
2.1). The summer session also includes teachers, administrators, and alumni-mentors
(hereafter, “mentors”). The mentors are former Launch students who have completed the
14-month program and are either current boarding-school students or recent boardingschool graduates who are now in college. The mentors are employed by Launch for the
summer and serve as teachers’ aides and as advisors and role models for the current
Launch students. Each mentor is assigned a group of mentees (usually between five to
seven students) to meet with daily and oversee throughout the summer session.
Data Collection and Analysis
This chapter draws from an ethnographic study of Launch’s summer session. I
gained access to the organization through an acquaintance who had completed the
Launch program nearly two decades earlier and who put me in touch with the program’s
director. After communicating with the director and other Launch administrators, I was
granted access to the program as a part-time teacher and researcher. As a white woman
who has taught in private day schools and a boarding school attended by Launch
students, I blended in with the other Launch teachers (see Table 2.1). My workload was
adjusted to be about two-thirds that of the other teachers in order to give me time to
complete observations and interviews. I taught two sections of a history class, each of
which included approximately 14 first-summer students. I met with each section twice a
day, in two 45-minute blocks.
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Table 2.1: Launch Participants and Data Sources
Launch
Participants

Characteristics

Race/Ethnicity

Students
(115)

~14-15 years old
Rising 8th graders (first summer; n=70)
Rising 9th graders (second summer; n=45)

Mentors
(11)

~18-22 years old
Alumni/ae of Launch
Currently in college

Administrators
(6)

Former boarding school teachers or
Launch alumni/ae

Black or Latino/a
African Americans and children of
immigrants from the Caribbean,
Africa, and Central America
Black or Latino/a
African Americans and children of
immigrants from the Caribbean,
Africa, and Central America
Black or Latino/a (except 1 White)

Teachers
(9)

Teachers in private boarding or day
schools

Data Sources

Details and Activities

ParticipantObservation
(~500 hours)

Daily, 8 weeks (including 2 weeks living on a boarding school campus)
For 6 weeks: ~8:30am to ~5:30pm each weekday, plus occasional evening events
For 2 weeks: ~7am to ~10pm each day (including weekends)

White or Latino/a

Included all facets of the program: teacher-preparation week, new-student orientation,
meetings (teachers, mentors, parent-teacher), academic classes, lunch, recreation
period, after-school detention, study hall, interactions in the hallways and dorms,
evening socializing with teachers, mentors, and administrators
Interviews
(28; average
length: 90
minutes)

Group interview with all Mentors (1)
Individual interviews:
Mentors (11)
Administrators (6)
Teachers (9)
Boarding School Librarian (1)

Organizational
Documents
(Various)

Promotional materials, internal documents, written communication with families,
program rules, mentors’ written evaluations of students’ progress

Note. This table first appeared in Cox (2016b).

I collected data primarily via participant-observation and interviews with each of
the mentors, teachers, and administrators. At the director’s request, I did not conduct
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formal interviews with current Launch students.5 In addition to my role as a teacher, I
was a participant-observer in a variety of formal and informal settings (see Table 2.1).
During the two weeks of the summer session that took place on a boarding school
campus, I lived with Launch students in a dorm.
Throughout the summer, I spent over 500 hours in contact with Launch students
and faculty. I wrote fieldnotes daily, often several times a day in order to capture events
and interactions shortly after they occurred. I conducted 28 semi-structured interviews,
each of which was audio-recorded and transcribed (see Table 2.1). During data
collection, I wrote analytic memos and adjusted my interview questions to incorporate
emerging insights and lines of inquiry into subsequent interviews and observations. I
coded my interview transcripts and fieldnotes in Atlas.ti using both pre-defined codes
based on theoretical concepts and grounded “open codes” developed through line-by-line
coding (Corbin and Strauss 1990). Using multiple sources of evidence, I triangulated my
data to cross-check patterns and emerging ideas and to search for disconfirming evidence
(Yin 2003). For example, I searched for instances when students or mentors resisted the
social ties created by Launch’s organizational structures, or when these ties resulted in
negative rather than positive consequences for students.6 I looked especially for ways in

The director’s one request was that my research not place additional demands on the current Launch
students, who struggle to meet the program’s demands. Therefore, I was not permitted to conduct formal
interviews with students participating in the summer session. Nevertheless, through interactions and
conversations with students, I had ample access to their informal comments in daily life.
5

I did not find evidence of current students resisting the social ties created by Launch’s organizational
structures, perhaps because the program’s demands were so intense that completing the program without
accessing the resources available through those social ties was very difficult. However, through interviews
with mentors, I learned that at boarding school some of their ties to cohort mates had become weaker while
some of their ties to Launch students in grades above or below theirs had become stronger. When mentors
6
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which informal talk and interactions captured in my fieldnotes differed from statements
made in formal interviews.
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES: CREATING HORIZONTAL AND VERTICAL
TIES
Three organizational structures at Launch—the cohort system, the two-cohort
structure of the summer session, and the mentor system—create a set of stratified ties for
students. Table 2.2 illustrates the horizontal and vertical ties created by these
organizational structures. These ties bind together densely connected cohort members,
each of whom is also connected to a year-older “big brother/sister” and a group of
Launch alumni who serve as their mentors. Each of those contacts is in turn connected to
their own Launch network (not depicted in Table 2.2). As I will show below, these
networks provide access to a heterogeneous mix of resources, upward reachability within
the organizational hierarchies at Launch and boarding school, and connections to an
extensive range of organizationally positioned others (for example, boarding school
students in different grades and at different schools, and Launch alumni in different
colleges and professions).

spoke about specific ties that had weakened once at boarding school, they noted that they and the formerlystronger-tie continued to check-in with each other even if they did not consider each other close friends. I
did not hear about any Launch students who cut off all ties to other Launch students once at boarding
school. However, this does not rule out the possibility that some students failed to maintain Launch-related
ties once at boarding school.
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Table 2.2: Organizational Structures, Resources Accessible to Launch Students, and Advantageous
Network Characteristics
Organizational Structure

Specific Resources Accessible
to Launch Students

Cohort Structure
Academic and Emotional
Support at Launch and Boarding
School
o Help with academic
assignments
o Encouragement to meet
academic deadlines
o Facilitation of help-seeking
from teachers

Two-Cohort Structure
(+ Cohort Structure)

Academic Support at Launch
and Boarding School
o Help with academic
assignments
o Encouragement to seek
help from teachers
o Academic advice
Social and Extracurricular
Support at Boarding School
o Social support in transition
to boarding school
o Introduction to culture of
boarding school
o Advice and information
about securing leadership
positions

Mentor Structure
(+ Cohort Structure + TwoCohort Structure)

Emotional Preparedness for
Boarding School
o Advice regarding being
intellectually “open” at
boarding school
o Practice and advice related
to asking for help and
dealing with racism and
racial ignorance

General Advantageous Network
Characteristics
Horizontal ties within hierarchical
structure
o Access to a pool of redundant
resources (Lin 2001)
Strong ties
o High levels of motivation to be
of mutual assistance
(Granovetter 1983)
Dense interconnections
o High levels of trust, shared
norms, and feelings of
obligation (Coleman 1988)
Characteristics listed above, in
addition to the following:
Mid-range vertical ties within
hierarchical structure
o Access to non-redundant
resources possessed by those
occupying higher positions
within hierarchical structure
(Lin 2001)
Weak ties and sparse
interconnections
o Access to resources beyond
those available in own social
circle (Burt 1992; Granovetter
1983)
Characteristics listed above, in
addition to the following:
Long-range vertical ties within
hierarchical structure
o Access to non-redundant
resources possessed by those
occupying a more extensive
range of higher positions within
hierarchical structure (Lin
2001)
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Note. The social networks depicted here are not based on formal network data collected from each
Launch student. They are conceptual representations of the networks generated by the three types of
organizational structures at Launch.

Below I discuss each of the organizational structures and the social ties they create
among Launch participants and then analyze the resources that are accessible to Launch
students through these stratified ties.
Horizontal Ties: The Cohort Structure
The cohort structure fosters the formation of social ties between same-grade
students. Upon entering Launch, each student becomes part of a Crew, a cohort
composed of approximately 70 incoming students who will progress through the 14month program together. The organization ensures frequent contact among cohort mates
by organizing most activities by cohort—ranging from mentee groups and academic
classes, to dorm-room assignments, extra-help sessions, parent meetings, and eventually
Crew reunions and alumni social events.
Administrators and mentors felt that strong social ties among Crew members were
essential to ensure that students completed the program and were successful in boarding
school. The Launch director described the purpose of the cohort structure as “building
unity in groups.” “We want students to be their first line of defense for each other,” he
explained. He continued:
The idea is you go off to a [boarding] school, and you’ve got three other [Launch]
kids there, and they may not have been your friends, but you know they’re from
Launch, they’ve had the same experience. And if you’re facing some kind of

28
social or emotional issue, or it may be an academic one, the first person you’re
going to turn to is the other Launch student.
In order to build these ties between cohort members, mentors and administrators spent a
great deal of time and effort attempting to create a sense of cohesion and support among
the members of each cohort. Mentors repeatedly encouraged students to see fellow Crew
members as their “family.” When talking to her mentees about their mid-term summersession grades, Caitlin, a mentor, urged them, “There’s no reason not to help each other.
You’re a family. You help each other.” Calvin, another mentor, encouraged mutual
support among his all-male group of mentees: “I try to stress that…our mentee group’s a
brotherhood. I think I say that word like three times every mentee meeting.”
The practice of mentors and other Launch alumni giving their name followed by
their Crew number when they introduced themselves further emphasized the importance
of cohort membership. For example, Zuleika, a mentor, was “Zuleika Rodriguez, Crew
Three” when introducing herself to students, parents, or those attending a meeting. The
message to Launch students was clear and consistent: your fellow Crew members are
your “brothers” and “sisters” within the larger Launch “family,” and solidarity and
support should be the hallmarks of relationships between Crew members.
Vertical Ties: The Two-Cohort Structure
Two organizational structures create vertical ties among Launch participants. The
first of these is the two-cohort structure of the summer session. By assigning a “little
brother” or “little sister” to each member of the older cohort, Launch mentors and
administrators use the two-cohort structure to create ties between first- and second-
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summer students, who are themselves connected in a vertical chain to older Launch
students who were their “big brothers/sisters” and are now attending boarding schools.
The director spoke of the “big brother/sister” relationships as a means to provide “strong
leadership” for the younger students and to develop the older students’ leadership skills,
sense of responsibility, and understanding that the program is “bigger than just them.”
These ties are meant to foster the general expectation that older students will serve as role
models and will support students in younger cohorts.
Throughout the summer session, Launch mentors and administrators invoked the
older students’ “big brother/sister” role in order to encourage older-sibling-like
mentorship toward the younger students. For example, at the single-sex group meetings
that mentors held with students before the program relocated to spend two weeks living
on a boarding school campus, Caitlin, a mentor, asked the girls in the older cohort what
advice or tips they had for their “little sisters.” The younger girls listened attentively as
their older counterparts offered advice based on their experiences from the previous
summer. Moments such as this one not only reminded the older students of the
expectation to serve as a resource for younger students, but they also alerted younger
students to the advice and information that may be gained by reaching “up” within the
organizational hierarchy.
The role model responsibility of the older cohort was emphasized again a week
later when the mentors and administrators called an “emergency” meeting with the
second-summer students. The Launch director and several mentors each spoke of being
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“ashamed” and “disappointed” by some students’ use of homophobic and ethnic slurs to
refer to their cohort mates. Then Kyle, the oldest of the mentors, spoke firmly as he urged
the students to consider the influence that their behavior might have on the younger
cohort:
Keep in mind that whatever you guys do, the next cohort sees, right. And they’ll
try to repeat that….and then the next cohort does it as well. So it’s a domino
effect, right. What you do now impacts many Crews later on, believe it or
not….what example are you setting, right? Ask yourselves that. And take it
seriously.
Repeated reminders such as Kyle’s were meant to foster the older cohort’s collective
sense of responsibility and support for their younger cohort of “little brothers” and “little
sisters.” These reminders also highlighted students’ indirect link to and potential impact
on generations of Launch cohorts that will come after them.
Vertical Ties: The Mentor Structure
The mentor structure creates vertical ties that link current Launch students to
Launch alumni. According to the director, the mentor structure is meant to provide
current students with role models who can forecast what lies ahead for them: “Role
models, that’s what we’re looking for in Mentors…[to] really teach the kids what they
can expect.” The mentors are from racial/ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds similar
to those of current Launch students, they have completed Launch, and they are graduates
(or soon-to-be graduates) of the boarding schools that the current students will attend.
Therefore, in their daily meetings with their mentees, mentors are able to provide
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students with first-hand information and advice that the students would not otherwise
have about Launch and boarding school.
Mentor-mentee interactions were marked by warmth and care, but mentors also
often prodded and chided students. One night as I sat grading papers in a dorm common
room, I watched Kyle prod Beau, a student in the history class for which Kyle was a
teaching assistant, to complete an assignment. As Beau walked past Kyle on his way out
of the room, Kyle said warmly but firmly, “Mr. Sanders, come here. Sit down, my man.”
As Beau sat down, Kyle asked, “Yo, man, where’s my history homework? I haven’t read
any of your great writing, man. Why?” Beau replied quietly, “I’m not doing my
homework.” Kyle asked, “Why? Are you having a hard time with history?” Beau was
silent and looked down at his lap. Kyle ducked his head to catch Beau’s eye as he said,
“If you’re not doing your homework, we’ll have to have more of these conversations. I
want conversations about celebrating your good work.” Kyle paused and then nodded
toward the door, “Go on, man.” As Beau walked slowly toward the door, Kyle called
after him in a no-nonsense tone, “I want my homework, man. Tomorrow. I want my
homework.” Then as if suddenly remembering that there is a history mid-term exam the
following day, Kyle asked, “Have you studied for history?” Looking defeated, Beau
shook his head as he mumbled, “No.” Kyle blurted out, “Not yet!?! What time it is?”
“Ten-fifteen,” Beau answered. Kyle said in a tone of resignation, “I guess we’ll be having
this conversation tomorrow.” As Beau walked toward the door, Kyle called after him, “I
want my homework, man.” Beau nodded and left the room as Kyle shook his head in
what appeared to be a mixture of disapproval and disappointment.
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When mentors perceived a student as not meeting the program’s expectations,
mentor-mentee ties became strained and stifling for the student as mentors ramped up
their surveillance and sometimes resorted to reprimands that bordered on public shaming
(see (Cox 2016a). In these moments, social ties led to excessive social control, a negative
consequence of social capital that other researchers have documented (Portes 1998).
The case of Beau, a first-summer student who was eventually asked to leave the
program after repeatedly refusing to complete a long-overdue homework assignment,
makes it clear that the organization’s social ties are not always enough to keep students in
the program and on track to boarding school. The majority of students who leave the
program do so voluntarily within the first few weeks of their first summer session,
arguably before Launch-based social ties have solidified. However, each year a few
students leave the program during their second summer, just a few weeks before they
would otherwise be heading off to boarding school.
Taken together, Launch’s three organizational structures embed students in a
network of ties to other students who are experiencing or have experienced the same
transition out of underfunded, racially segregated schools and into elite boarding schools.
Variation in frequency of contact, intensity, and reciprocity of ties within each structure
is likely to lead to strong ties within densely interconnected cohorts and weaker ties that
bridge between cohorts (Granovetter 1973).7 These ties provide students with

7

My data do not allow me to quantify the strength of each tie for each student nor to measure formally the
density or map the structural holes of students’ networks. However, my observations and interviews
suggest that the frequency of interaction, duration, intensity, and reciprocity of ties (Granovetter 1973) are
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opportunities to reach “up” to older Launch students and Launch alumni in boarding
school and college, and they provide students with contacts occupying a range of
positions within the social structures at Launch, boarding school, and college. This
upward reachability and extensity of ties likely provide better social capital than would a
more “flat” social network with a more limited range of ties (Lin 2001). As I will show
below, this combination of ties and the advantageous characteristics of the network they
create provide students with access to a valuable mix of resources.
A NETWORK OF STRATIFIED TIES PROVIDES VALUABLE RESOURCES
The social ties that the organizational structures of Launch create serve as social
capital that students are able to “cash in” for academic, social, and emotional resources
immediately at Launch and later at boarding school.
Academic Support
Social ties among Launch students provide access to a range of academic
resources that help students persist in the program and progress through boarding school.
During the preparatory program, ties among cohort mates provide encouragement for
academic success and direct help with academic work. Mentors often credited their
persistence in completing Launch to the help and support they had received from their
fellow Crew members. Kyle recounted how he and his Crew mates had “stayed on top
of” one another in order to overcome academic struggles:

likely to lead to strong and dense ties among cohort mates and weaker and sparser ties reaching between
cohorts (including ties to mentors).
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So if someone’s failing a class, you want the rest of the cohort to stay on top of
them. If they’re outside and they have free time, they’re not doing work, you’ll
see two or three cohort mates come out there like, ‘What are you doing? Go to
your room.’ That’s what used to happen in my cohort.
As Zuleika recalled of her Crew mates, cohort ties also helped students manage Launch’s
heavy academic workload:
We always helped each other, which was important. That’s when I started
learning ‘Launch Forever’ and that Launch was a family….The whole cohort
knew: this group of kids is good at science, this group of kids are good at math,
[or] English. So that’s how we did it: Saturday morning, we’d come in the
morning [and say to each other], ‘I don’t really get this, can you help me?’
Zuleika and her Crew mates were in regular contact as they helped each other
academically: “Calling each other, all that—every single number on my phone. We were
like a factory, like, ‘Let’s produce perfect grades.’ And that’s how we did it.”
During the summer session I observed, norms of academic support among cohort
members developed quickly. After the first week of the program, each morning before
classes started, students huddled together in small groups throughout the cafeteria.
Leaning over spiral notebooks and three-ring binders bursting with papers, students
worked through geometry proofs together or pointed out illustrative passages in Great
Expectations as they helped each other try to master academic material often reserved for
high-school students. During the two weeks living on the boarding-school campus, these
intra-cohort study sessions became more frequent.
Vertical ties between first- and second-summer students also provided academic
resources for students. In the single-sex group meeting described above, the girls in the
older cohort encouraged the younger girls to recognize the opportunities they would have
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to seek help from other Launch students once living on the boarding-school campus:
“Ask for help if you need it,” “find out who’s good at what in your dorm,” and “take
advantage” of the fact that they will be living among second-summer students who have
“done what you’re doing and can help you,” the older girls advised. Many of the younger
students took this advice as they approached older students for homework help during
evening study hours, or as they sought assistance from older students when trying to
locate a book in the boarding school’s 60,000-volume library. Thus, these vertical ties
provided not only direct help with academic assignments but also information and advice
that only older students could provide.
Social ties among Launch students also provided indirect academic support by
pushing students to ask teachers for help, an action that was often crucial for academic
success in the program. Research suggests that seeking help from teachers is likely to
foster positive student-teacher relationships that transmit a host of valuable resources and
support in addition to academic help (Stanton-Salazar 2011). However, lower-income
students are less likely than their middle-class peers to seek help from teachers, and as a
result they are often academically disadvantaged (Calarco 2011, 2014; Croninger and Lee
2001).
Launch mentors, teachers, and administrators repeatedly encouraged students to
ask for help from teachers. However, Launch students, who had rarely, if ever, needed to
seek academic help from a teacher, resisted asking for help. The mentors had experienced
both initial resistance to and the eventual benefits from seeking help from teachers at
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Launch and at boarding school, and as Kyle explained, mentors sought to pass these
lessons on to current Launch students:
We’re just trying to teach them that it’s okay to ask for help. I think that’s one of
the biggest challenges when our kids go to boarding school because when they’re
in public school, they’re so smart, they do so well, they’re like straight-A
students, and then they get to the boarding schools and they’re not doing so well.
So what makes or breaks some of these students is asking for help.
Mentors often used their authority to require students to practice this behavior.
“I’ll make them actually go ask their teachers for help,” Kyle explained. As a teacher I
frequently saw this “requirement” in action when, for example, three girls who
approached me at the end of a history class were quick to tell me that their mentor Sofia
had told them to ask me for after-school help with their research papers. In the resulting
help session, the three students, along with three other cohort mates whom they brought
along, brainstormed thesis statements for each other’s papers and pushed one another to
form better arguments. Before the end of the session, the students scheduled another
group help session with me later that week. These students’ research papers improved
dramatically as a result of the help they received from me and each other during these
sessions. In incidents such as these, the combination of vertical and horizontal ties
benefitted students: vertical mentor-mentee ties provided the push to seek help from
teachers, and horizontal cohort ties provided fellow Crew mates willing to stand by as a
student arranged or attended an extra help session with a teacher.
Ties between first- and second-summer students also often provided the extra
nudge that many first-year students needed. One morning during our stay on the boarding
school campus, as I was leaving the dining hall, Lio, a second-summer student, gave his
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“little brother” Eddie just such a nudge. Lio had been walking with Eddie and several of
Eddie’s friends. When Lio saw me, he stepped away from Eddie and the other boys to ask
me within earshot of Eddie and his friends, “Ms. Cox, does Eddie ask for help in your
class?” Knowing what Lio might be up to with this line of questioning, since Eddie was
dangerously close to failing my history class, I looked at Eddie as I replied with a grin,
“No, never.” Lio nodded at me and then walked purposefully back to Eddie and the other
first-summer students walking beside him. Patting Eddie on the back, Lio said, “Eddie,
man, Ms. Cox says you don’t ask for help. What’s up?” Eddie smiled sheepishly and was
silent. Lio took a step in front of Eddie and walked backward while facing him and the
other boys. Eddie remained silent, and Lio prodded, “Man, you gotta ask for help.” The
boys walked on, and Lio continued to walk backward facing Eddie as he talked about the
importance of asking teachers for help.
The following week, for the first time that summer, Eddie initiated contact with
me and asked for my help with his research paper. After a couple of after-school help
sessions, Eddie eventually earned a passing grade on his research paper and in my history
class. In addition to the repeated entreaties from mentors and teachers, the urging of
Eddie’s “big brother” may have been what finally convinced him to approach me for
help. In this way, organizationally created relationships helped students benefit from the
lessons older students had learned, thereby giving younger students access to
information, services, and support that helped them progress in the program.
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Since Launch sends groups of two to seven students to roughly a dozen boarding
schools each year, the horizontal cohort ties and the vertical cross-cohort ties created
during the Launch program continue to serve as sources of academic support once
students enter boarding school. Typical in mentors’ recollections was the type of support
that Tanisha had received from the older Launch students at her boarding school:
They would always come by the dorm, or if they saw you walking by from class
to class, they’d stop you and ask how are you doing, but really on a genuine
level….They would actually take the time to find out how you are doing in each
of your classes and kind of just ask you if you need any advice, or actually help
you schedule your classes, because they’d taken most of the classes or had a lot of
the teachers, so they’d help you in that way.
This support system provided students with information and advice about classes and
teachers that only an older student—a vertical tie—could provide. Thus, the
hierarchically stratified set of ties that Launch’s organizational structures create gives
students access to a range of academic resources, some of which might best be provided
by horizontal ties and some of which might only be accessible through vertical ties to
older students.
Social Support
Organizationally created ties also provide social support to students, especially as
they transition into boarding school. Ties to older Launch students had eased the mentors’
transitions into boarding school. Caitlin recounted a Launch pizza party that a student in
the cohort one year ahead of her had organized on Caitlin’s first night at boarding school.
She explained, “So I got to meet everybody that was there that was in Launch already, so
it was really cool. I remember everybody being really, really friendly and I made a group
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of friends already on the first day.” Marcus recounted a similarly smooth transition
facilitated by the older Launch students who helped him and several of his Crew mates
settle-in at their new school. In particular, older Launch students at Marcus’ boarding
school introduced him to the culture of the school. Marcus explained, “They would kind
of teach us the vernacular almost of boarding school life—so what ‘feeds’ were….They
taught us about sit-down dinners, to make sure to be on time to that. They taught us what
grades were.” Thus, vertical ties between Launch students helped younger students
transition to their new boarding-school environments by providing them with practical
help, friendship, and a feeling of belonging that low-income and students of color do not
always find in elite schools (Holland 2012; Horvat and Antonio 1999; Ispa-Landa 2013;
Jack 2014).
Social support from older Launch students continued beyond the first few weeks
of the school year. As Tanisha explained, the Launch students in the senior class at her
boarding school were especially important:
The seniors usually take on that role to make sure that all of the Launch kids on
campus continue to keep that Launch family while they’re there. They would
schedule dinners and kind of just take us all out and make sure we all gather
together sometimes during the semester just to make sure that we know we’re still
Launch even though we’re not in [our home city].
Several mentors reported that older Launch students at their boarding schools had
regularly “checked-up on” or “took care of” them. Calvin received check-ins from five
older Launch students who came to his dorm room each evening: “They’d come in, like,
‘Calvin, how are you doing? You messing up?’ It was good. They took care of me.”
These relationships provided students with contacts in each grade at their boarding school
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and so made it likely that they would be able to locate and mobilize a range of resources
when needed.
Cross-cohort relationships also helped students get involved with extracurricular
activities on campus. For example, Marcus credited his participation in many
extracurricular activities—playing ultimate Frisbee, attending dances, and joining the
football, basketball, and track teams—to urgings from older Launch students. Crosscohort ties also helped many of the mentors secure leadership positions in school
activities. For example, Kyle was elected to a high-level position in his boarding school’s
student government as a result of advice he received from the Launch student who had
held the position before him. Kyle later advised younger Launch students on how to
secure the same position. Kyle explained:
When the people below me asked me, ‘How do I get this position,’ I was ready. I
was ready to explain what they had to do, what steps they had to take to impress
everybody and to get their name up there.
Kyle proudly reported that the position has been held for four consecutive years by four
different Launch students.
Vertical ties among Launch students also provided students with valuable
emotional support that helped them navigate the social world of boarding school. Based
on their experiences living and learning among boarding-school classmates from all over
the world, mentors felt that one of the crucial lessons they were trying to teach their own
mentees is to be intellectually “open.” Sofia, a mentor, explained this concept as “be[ing]
able to deal with diversity, and not just in terms of race or ethnicity, but diversity of

41
thought.” Mentors recounted lessons that their own Launch mentors had taught them
about being “open” to people and ideas that they might initially find threatening. Calvin
credited his openness to religious debates in classes at boarding school to conversations
led by his mentor within his mentee group at Launch. Kyle attributed his ability to
overcome his discomfort upon learning that his boarding-school roommate, who was also
a close friend, was gay to the advice he had received from his Launch mentor.
Ties to mentors also provided students with encouragement to form friendships
with boarding-school peers of different races, ethnicities, and geographic origins. Nicolas
described how he encourages his mentees to “have an open mind” and to “branch out”
because, in his opinion, “Boarding school is not just the academics. It’s the people you
meet and the experiences.” Like many of the other mentors, Nicolas encouraged his
mentees to make friends with students who seem different from them, especially white
classmates, whom Nicolas believed many Launch students are “scared” of or believe
“myths” about.
Given research that documents positive outcomes for students with cross-race
friendships, Launch mentors’ beliefs in the importance of cross-race friendships are not
unfounded. Their encouragements to their mentees to become friends with students of
other races may lead to friendship patterns that are less racially and socioeconomically
segregated than they would otherwise be (Moody 2001; Mouw and Entwisle 2006;
Quillian and Campbell 2003). The resulting positive cross-race interactions are likely to
increase students’ appreciation of racial and cultural diversity and their openness to being
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challenged by different ideas, values, and perspectives (Pascarella et al. 1996). Such
cross-race interactions may also lead to positive social, cognitive, and civic outcomes for
students (Gurin et al. 2002; Hurtado 2005).
Finally, vertical mentor-mentee ties provided students with access to first-hand
information and preparation for dealing with outright racism and racial ignorance that
they might encounter at boarding school. Nicolas, who is Latino and attends an Ivy
League university, reported encountering racist remarks from some of his boardingschool peers and their parents, including the mother of his white girlfriend. When I asked
Nicolas if he had expected to hear such comments at boarding school, he replied, “Yes,
my mentors talked about that and how to properly react.” He explained what his mentors
had taught him:
Like if somebody calls you a racial word, don’t proceed to go hit them, don’t act
abusively. Know that they can get kicked out for saying that. You just go to the
administration and the administration will—they need to take care of it because
no school wants to be associated with racism. And they [the mentors] taught us
how to deal with it, and that it could happen.
Conversations with her mentor had also helped Trisha, a Launch administrator and
alumna, anticipate her white boarding-school classmates’ questions about her hair, which
she wears in long, tight braids. She explained, “Whenever those conversations came up,
they were still uncomfortable, but I expected them to come up because of the
conversations we had with our mentors where they said, ‘You know what, these things
are going to be said.’”
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The mentors felt that simply being made aware that they might hear racist
comments or be asked offensive questions had helped prepare them to deal with racism
and racial ignorance that many said they had not encountered before entering boarding
school. In turn, they tried to prepare their own mentees for such encounters. Through
conversations and role-play activities that provided what one mentor referred to as a “preshock,” mentors emotionally prepared students for uncomfortable situations they may
encounter at boarding school. Thus, vertical ties provided younger students with
information, advice, and an opportunity to learn and practice strategies for reacting to
difficult situations within an environment that they had not yet experienced and knew
very little about.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
When a student begins Launch, she becomes enmeshed in a web of structured
relationships that include current Launch students and alumni. As Table 2.2 illustrates,
through the organization’s structures, students acquire social ties that connect them
horizontally to same-grade peers and vertically to older Launch students and alumni, who
are connected to still older Launch students and alumni (not depicted in Table 2.2).
Horizontal ties embed students in a densely interconnected network of cohort members
who provide access to academic support that helps students progress through Launch and
into boarding school. Vertical ties connect students across cohorts and so provide access
to information and advice from older Launch students and alumni who occupy a range of
positions within the hierarchies of Launch, boarding school, and college. Collectively
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these ties embed students in a network that provides access to a heterogeneous pool of
academic, social, and emotional resources.
These findings contribute to the sociological literature in two ways. First, they
support and extend Small’s (2009) argument that organizations broker social ties among
participants and thereby contribute to differences in individuals’ stores of social capital.
Whereas Small (2009) found that ties among mothers were largely an unintentional
byproduct of childcare centers’ attempts to meet their own needs, I find that
organizational structures can be used as a tool to create social ties and resulting social
networks that are likely to be advantageous. As the case of Launch demonstrates,
organizational structures can generate ties that are stratified, thereby providing
participants access to social contacts who occupy a range of hierarchical positions and
who are able to provide a mix of resources that are beneficial in different contexts and at
different times. Furthermore, to the extent that organizational structures create ties that
vary in frequency of interaction, duration, intensity, and reciprocity (Granovetter 1973),
these structures will likely equip participants with both strong ties and weak ties, an
advantageous combination for both expressive and instrumental purposes (Burt 2000;
Granovetter 1973). To the extent that these ties reach “up” and also provide access to
others occupying a range of positions within hierarchical structures, they are likely to
yield even greater returns (Lin 2001). In short, the case of Launch demonstrates that
organizational structures can serve as network-structuring tools that build social networks
with advantageous characteristics. Although my study is not comparative, this case
suggests that differences in social capital may result not only from differences in
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organizational participation (as Small [2009] found) but also from variation in how
organizations structure social ties among participants.
The second contribution of these findings is related to the process of social
mobility via elite educational institutions and the role that pipeline programs such as
Launch may play in influencing the social and emotional costs associated with this
process. The relatively smooth transitions and positive experiences Launch mentors
reported at their boarding schools parallel those of the “privileged poor” in Jack’s (2014,
2015) study of low-income students attending an elite college. My findings build upon
Jack’s (2014, 2015) by looking further back in the educational trajectory of students who
will become, in Jack’s terms, members of the “privileged poor” once they enter college.
While Jack argues that the more positive college experiences of the “privileged poor” are
rooted in those students’ high school experiences, my findings indicate that at least some
portion of the valuable stocks of capital that these students acquire is rooted instead in the
preparation and support they receive in pipeline programs—that is, prior to entering
private high schools.
The evidence I present here suggests that students in pipeline programs may
acquire access to valuable resources that are embedded in the social ties they obtain
through these programs. Unlike many of their more class-privileged boarding-school
peers, Launch students are unlikely to have known any of their classmates through family
or friends, attendance at the same private elementary schools, membership in the same
clubs, or as a result of summers spent at vacation homes on the same islands prior to
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entering boarding school (Khan 2011). For Launch students, the boarding-school-based
social ties that they have upon arrival at boarding school are those created through the
organizational structures of Launch. Launch students then draw upon these ties as they
progress through these elite schools, which equip the students with still greater stores of
capital—particularly forms of cultural capital—that ease their transition into elite
colleges, such as the one attended by the students in Jack’s (2014, 2015) study
(Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Khan 2011).
A few limitations of this study are worth noting. First, this study was not
longitudinal. However, I obtained extensive information from Launch mentors, who
completed the program years earlier and went on to attend elite boarding schools.
Therefore, I was able to use the mentors’ (and several alum-administrators’) experiences
as students in the program and later in boarding school to understand parts of a process
that unfolded over time. Mentors’ experiences at boarding school made it clear that they
continued to access resources embedded in the social network in which the Launch
program had positioned them. Thus, the mentors and alum-administrators helped me
understand how the ties they obtained through Launch served as social capital as they
progressed through boarding school.
A second limitation of this study is that it does not allow me to compare
differences between the social capital of Launch students and that of similar students who
either participated in a different pipeline program or attended boarding school but did not
participate in such a program. Nor does this study allow me to use formal network
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analysis to analyze the social networks of Launch students and alumni. Future research
could expand my findings by comparing the characteristics of networks in organizations
that purposefully structure social ties with the characteristics of networks in organizations
that do not, or by comparing the characteristics of networks in organizations that
purposefully structure social ties in different ways—for example, through long-term
mentoring relationships, a series of short-term mentoring relationships, peer-to-peer
collaborations, or the assignment of mentors or peers for specific professional or
psychosocial purposes (Higgins and Kram 2001).
As an organization that purposefully creates stratified ties among participants,
Launch is likely not unique. Such organizations may already be mitigating or
exacerbating inequalities in the distribution of social capital. For example, graduate
students coming out of university programs that have vertical support structures
connecting incoming students with advanced graduate students likely develop valuable
(and likely weak) social ties they are able to draw on while in the program and later while
on the job market and in their first academic position. If a graduate program also has
structures that encourage horizontal (and likely strong) ties between students in the same
cohorts, the students may also be more advantaged, in terms of social-capital
development, than those in programs without such structures. Similarly, workplaces that
structure work in cross-divisional teams or that have affinity groups for women or racial
minorities may lead to employees having more stratified social ties than those who work
at an organization that has no such connection-building structures. Additionally,
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sororities and fraternities often create elaborate networks of horizontal and vertical ties
within and across colleges.
Unless we pay closer attention to differences in the degree to which organizations
purposefully create and structure social ties among participants, we run the risk of
overestimating the importance of individual agency and personal characteristics in
determining differences in individuals’ levels of social capital. As this case study of
Launch suggests, turning our attention to how organizations structure social connections
among participants is an important step in understanding strategies to mitigate existing
inequalities in social capital.
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Chapter 3: Engineered Struggle and “Earned” Success: Preparing Black and Latino
Students to Attend Elite Boarding Schools8

Schools are vehicles for both social mobility and the reproduction of social
inequalities. As many public schools have struggled to fulfill the social mobility promise
of schooling, particularly for low-income students and students of color, a number of
organizations—sometimes referred to as “pipeline” programs—have sought to increase
the number of these students in elite private schools. Research suggests that students of
color and students from low-income families will need a variety of social, cultural, and
emotional skills to succeed in elite educational environments (Horvat and Antonio 1999;
Jack 2014, 2015; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). However, little is known about how
pipeline programs prepare students to enter these predominantly White, affluent spaces
that are very unlike the schools and communities to which the students are accustomed.
In these explicitly academic programs, what types of non-academic lessons do students
learn? More broadly, as these programs offer students avenues for social mobility, how
might such preparation sharpen or neutralize students’ potential critique of elite
educational institutions and the structures of inequality that support them?
In this chapter I use a single pipeline program, Launch (a pseudonym), as a case
study.9 Using data from an ethnographic study of the organization, I investigate a theme
8

This chapter appears as an article with the same title in Du Bois Review: Social Science Research on
Race, volume 15, issue 2, pages 467-488. It is reproduced here with permission from Cambridge University
Press under license number 4570780234816.

50
that emerged in my data: the relationship between the academic curriculum and the
emotional experiences of students at Launch. After discussing relevant literature on the
meritocratic view of education, the role schools play in reproducing inequality, and the
emergence of pipeline programs, I focus first on the ways in which Launch creates an
academic environment in which students are nearly guaranteed to struggle. Next I
investigate students’ emotional reactions to the experience of academic struggle. Finally,
I explore what Launch students learn when they overcome the self-doubt and frustration
they felt as a result of their academic struggles in the program. I find that the
academically-induced emotional rollercoaster of Launch strengthens students’ confidence
in their academic skills and their ability to persist in the face of academic challenges—a
valuable emotional asset for Launch students as they enter elite boarding schools.
However, I argue, the lessons students learn at Launch about earning one’s successes
(and failures) may reinforce the myth of a meritocratic society and, thereby, help mask
the role that elite education plays in reproducing patterns of social inequality that the
program helps its students sidestep. These findings contribute to the limited empirical
literature on pipeline programs and to the more robust theoretical literature on
mechanisms of social reproduction via elite schooling and the role pipeline programs may
play in this process.

“Launch” and all other proper names are pseudonyms. In some descriptions I have altered identifying
details to protect the organization’s and individuals’ identities.
9
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SCHOOLS, MERITOCRATIC IDEOLOGY, AND SOCIAL REPRODUCTION
The meritocratic view of education sees schools as institutions that create a level
playing field, rewarding and promoting students based on objective measures of
academic skills and knowledge regardless of a student’s social status. With its emphasis
on impartial measures of technical and cognitive skills, American education occupies a
societal position as “the institution that tries hardest to achieve the meritocratic ideal”
(Labaree 1997:57). Meritocratic principles are baked into the basic model of modern
schooling: graded curricula, simultaneous instruction, and individual evaluation, which
partially buffer students from the effects of ascriptive characteristics such as age, race,
and social class and place them in a “meritocratic game” (Labaree 1997:57). In such a
system, so the meritocratic ideology goes, regardless of a student’s initial social status—
whether rich or poor, Black or White, girl or boy—schools will reshuffle students based
on their levels of individual academic achievement, resulting in a new hierarchy that is
independent of each student’s initial social status. Such a meritocratic system seems well
suited to prepare and channel individuals fairly and justly into the hierarchical division of
labor within a capitalist society, thereby allocating social and economic rewards based on
individual merit rather than initial status (Bowles and Gintis 1976).
Decades of research indicate that this view of a meritocratic educational system is
more myth than reality. While schools serve as vehicles for social and economic mobility
(both up and down the stratification ladder) for some students, an extensive body of
research spanning the fields of sociology, anthropology, sociolinguistics, and education
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has found that they more often contribute to the reproduction of existing social
inequalities. Following the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (1990),
studies have repeatedly found that schools reward the skills, knowledge, and dispositions
of the dominant class. Although middle- and upper-middle-class students must still
compete for academic success, research suggests that the playing field is sloped in their
favor.
For example, schools have been found to reward the childrearing norms of
middle-class parents (Calarco 2014; Lareau 2011) and the help-seeking practices of
middle-class students (Calarco 2011); to assign students to advanced classes based on
non-academic factors, such as parental requests, rather than relying solely on students’
grades and test scores (Brantlinger 2003; Lareau 2011; McGrath and Kuriloff 1999;
Useem 1992); to privilege White and middle-class cultural norms that may alienate
students of color and working-class students and ultimately contribute to their academic
disengagement (Carter 2005; Willis 1977); and to engage in teaching practices that align
with class-based linguistic patterns (Heath 1983). All of this research exists alongside
studies that document significant disparities in the quality of schools that students of
different races and social classes attend (Hochschild 2003; Logan, Minca, and Adar
2012). Taken together, this body of research paints a picture of a seemingly meritocratic
system that tends to advantage the already advantaged, to privilege the already
privileged—a system that David Labaree describes as offering “unlimited possibilities
and restricted probabilities” (1997:64). If and when reshuffling along axes of social and
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economic inequality occurs, it is despite the workings of the education system—not
necessarily because of them.
Studies of elite educational institutions confirm these general findings: they too
contribute to the reproduction of existing inequalities and are particularly powerful
reproducers of the class privilege that has allowed the majority of their students to attend
them (Cookson and Persell 1985; Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Khan 2011; Kingston and
Lewis 1990; Massey et al. 2003). However, as race-conscious admission policies and
financial aid expanded at the nation’s selective colleges and universities throughout the
latter half of the twentieth century, further back in the education pipeline, elite boarding
schools followed suit by crafting populations of students who were from diverse racial,
ethnic, and class backgrounds and by maintaining robust financial aid budgets to support
this effort. Thus, with 24% students of color and a median of 32% of students receiving
financial aid (National Association of Independent Schools 2016), boarding school
populations today look markedly different than the wealthy-White-Protestant-male
student bodies of the elite New England boarding schools of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries (Cookson and Persell 1985). Attendance at an elite private school
often catapults socially and economically disadvantaged students into elite colleges and
universities (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003). Therefore, while these schools are sites
for the social reproduction of the elite, they are also vehicles for significant social
mobility for a small proportion of their students (Khan 2011; Massey et al. 2003;
Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003).
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PIPELINE PROGRAMS
As many public schools have failed to provide high-quality education for lowincome students and students of color, a growing number of organizations—such as A
Better Chance, Prep for Prep, the TEAK Fellowship, and High Jump—have sought to
increase the number of these students in elite private schools. While some pipeline
programs help students and their families identify and apply to selective private schools,
others offer students longer-term preparation in the form of academic classes spanning
entire summers and/or weekday afternoons and Saturdays throughout the school year. It
is these more comprehensive programs that provide a steady flow of students from
diverse racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds into the nation’s most elite private
secondary schools (Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 2003). For
example, the Wight Foundation, Oliver Scholars Program, Prep for Prep, and New Jersey
SEEDS provide eleven to fourteen months of academic preparation for students prior to
helping them apply to the programs’ “partner schools,” which are among the oldest,
wealthiest, and most selective boarding schools in the country (see GaztambideFernandez 2009 for the relative “eliteness” of boarding schools).
Studies that have explored the experiences of students who are race and class
minorities in elite educational institutions have found that the elite-schooling experiences
of these students differ from those of their more privileged and White peers (GaztambideFernández 2009; Horvat and Antonio 1999; Howard 2008; Jack 2014; Kuriloff and
Reichert 2003). Upwardly mobile students of color in elite schools often encounter
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cultural norms and expectations that differ from their own, feel increasingly estranged
from their families and friends back home, and feel marginalized or excluded by their
more privileged peers (Granfield 1991; Howard 2008; Jack 2014; Kuriloff and Reichert
2003). A handful of autobiographies, memoirs, and journalistic accounts of people of
color who attended elite secondary schools and colleges support these scholarly findings
regarding the subjective experience of upward mobility via elite schooling (Anson 1987;
Cary 1991; Monroe 1989; Rodriguez 1982; Suskind 1998).
This body of research suggests that low-income students and students of color
attending elite schools may face significant social, emotional, cultural, and academic
barriers in these predominantly White and affluent environments. However, research has
yet to investigate how the increasing number of pipeline programs are preparing students
from diverse backgrounds to enter these rarefied educational environments. To my
knowledge, Rory Kramer’s (2008) case study of a program he refers to as RISE is the
only study of a pipeline program. He finds that RISE teaches students to adapt to the elite
schools they will attend by adopting what he calls the “diversifier mindset.” This mindset
involves students’ finding satisfaction in teaching their more privileged classmates how
to interact with people from different races and class backgrounds. Kramer argues that
this mindset is beneficial for individual students because it enables them to envision
themselves as “more mature or experienced than their fellow students” (2008:303).
However, Kramer argues, the diversifier mindset entails RISE students’ adapting to elite
environments rather than learning how to challenge and change those environments. Such
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adaptations, Kramer suggests, may negate some of the benefits that might otherwise be
gained by diversifying elite educational institutions.
As Kramer (2008) suggests, explicit preparation of students of color to enter elite
spaces may convey lessons, such as the diversifier mindset, that neutralize the potential
for students’ critique of these spaces and the structures of inequality that support them
(see also (Fordham 1991) on “racelessness”). Furthermore, instances of individual
mobility may serve to legitimate existing social inequalities by providing evidence of the
supposed fairness of a meritocratic system based on contest mobility (Bourdieu 1977;
Charles 2008; Turner 1960). Alternatively, explicit preparation of students of color to
enter elite spaces may prepare them to recognize the mechanisms that heap privilege
upon the already privileged, thereby exposing the vast inequalities that lurk beneath a
supposedly meritocratic system.
In Kramer’s (2008) study, it is the RISE program’s occasional special workshops,
which include skits and informal discussions, that teach students the diversifier mindset.
However, the majority of students’ time in RISE and other pipeline programs is spent in
academic classes. Therefore, it is not clear how the bulk of these organizations’
programming—namely, their academic curriculum and classes—may prepare students to
enter elite schooling environments. In addition to the academic preparation they provide,
what role do the academic aspects of pipeline programs play in preparing students to
enter elite schools? What types of non-academic lessons may be conveyed through the
academic aspects of these programs? Building on Kramer’s (2008) study of a single
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pipeline program, this chapter shines light on another such program and investigates the
lessons students learn as a result of the organization’s academic program.10
RESEARCH SITE AND METHODS
Launch is one of a dozen or more organizations that place low-income students
and students of color in private day and boarding schools (and, in some cases, selective
public schools). Launch is one of the oldest programs of its kind, and its basic model of
intensive, long-term academic preparation can be seen in many of the other pipeline
programs that have emerged over the past few decades. The demographics of Launch
students are similar to those who participate in other pipeline programs, and the
organization’s success in placing students in elite high schools is similar to that of other
pipeline programs that offer students year-long (or longer) academic preparation. These
aspects of Launch make it a suitable case-study site for investigating the role that the
academic aspects of pipeline programs may play in preparing low-income students and
students of color to entire elite schools, and for exploring what non-academic lessons
may be conveyed through the academic aspects of such programs.
Launch recruits high-achieving Black and Latino 7th-grade students who are from
low- or moderate-income families and are attending a public, charter, or parochial school
in a large, Northeastern city. Students undergo a selective admissions process that
By focusing on the relationship between Launch’s academic curriculum and students’ emotional
experience, I do not mean to imply that the emotional lessons and the meritocratic messages about success
that I highlight in this chapter are the only non-academic lessons students learn from their academic
experiences at Launch. Elsewhere I focus on the program’s lessons about feeling rules (Cox 2016a), its
emphasis on help-seeking and social support among peers, and the way in which the program equips
students with forms of social and cultural capital that will benefit them once at boarding school (Cox 2017).
10
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includes an application, an IQ test, two additional standardized tests, a writing sample
administered by the organization, and two (in some cases, three) rounds of interviews.
The organization admits less than 10% of the students who apply for admission.
Once admitted to Launch, students begin the organization’s 14-month preparatory
program, which includes two summers of academic classes and mentoring and an
intervening school year of mandatory Saturday classes and weekday tutorials. The 60–
65% of students who successfully complete the preparatory program are placed in groups
of two to seven students in a dozen or so boarding high schools.11 As Launch students
progress through high school, the organization offers them continued support in the form
of college counseling, summer internships and travel opportunities, a leadershipdevelopment curriculum, social gatherings, and alumni events. Boarding school
graduation rates among Launch students are consistently at or above 95%, and college
graduation rates for Launch students consistently exceed 85%. Of the nearly 3,000
Launch students who have graduated from college since the organization was founded,
over 90% have attended the country’s most competitive colleges, and more than one-third
of Launch college graduates have graduated from an Ivy League college. 12 Additionally,
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According to the Launch director and in agreement with my observations at Launch, except for a few
discipline-related issues that lead to students being asked to leave the program, the majority of students
who drop out of Launch do so voluntarily, and the bulk of these students leave within the first few weeks of
their first summer session. However, as I witnessed, some students leave the program after more than
thirteen months, just a few weeks before they would otherwise be heading to boarding school. I was not
able to follow-up with any students who left the program during the summer of my data collection.
“Most competitive” category is based on Barron’s Profiles of American Colleges 2016 (Barron’s
Educational Series 2015).
12
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over 40% of Launch college graduates are pursuing or have completed an advanced
degree.13
The eight-week summer session, which serves as the entry point for students just
beginning the program and the final stage before students enter boarding school, consists
of academic classes, a mentoring meeting, and a recreation period. For six weeks Monday
through Friday from 9 a.m. until 5:30 p.m., the summer session takes place at an elite,
private day school in the city in which Launch students live. For two weeks in the middle
of the summer session, the program takes place in residence on a boarding school
campus. Many within the Launch community consider the summer sessions, and the twoweek residential period in particular, the “heart and ethos” of the program.
The summer session includes both rising eighth graders (first-summer students),
who will return in the fall to complete a final year at their current schools, and rising
ninth graders (second-summer students), who will enter a boarding school in the fall (see
Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 above). The summer session also includes teachers,
administrators, and mentors. The mentors are former Launch students who have
completed the 14-month program and are either current boarding school students or
recent boarding school graduates who are now in college. The mentors are employed by
Launch for the summer and serve as teachers’ aides and as advisors and role models for
13

To protect the identity of the organization, I have rounded these figures, which include Launch students
who have attended either a boarding or day school. The data in this dissertation come from my study of the
Launch program that prepares students to attend boarding schools, not day schools. My conversations with
Launch’s boarding-school program director give me no reason to believe that the rates of college
attendance or the types of colleges attended differ significantly among Launch students who attended a
boarding or day school. Since I was unable to obtain disaggregated data, I report the aggregated numbers so
readers may get a sense of Launch students’ educational trajectories.
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the current Launch students. Each mentor is assigned a group of mentees (usually
between five and seven students) to meet with daily and oversee throughout the summer
session.
Data Collection and Analysis
This chapter draws from an ethnographic study of Launch’s summer session. I
gained access to the organization through an acquaintance who had completed the
Launch program nearly two decades ago and who put me in touch with the program’s
director. After communicating with the director and other Launch administrators, I was
granted access to the program as a part-time teacher and researcher.14 As a White woman
in my early thirties who has taught in private day schools and a boarding school attended
by Launch students, I blended in with the other Launch teachers (see Table 2.1 in Chapter
2 above). My workload was adjusted to be about two-thirds that of the other teachers to
give me time to complete observations and interviews.
I collected data primarily via participant-observation and interviews with each of
the mentors, teachers, and administrators. At the director’s request, I did not conduct
formal interviews with students participating in the summer session. 15 Therefore, my
findings regarding students’ experiences in the program come from observations,
informal conversations with current Launch students, and Launch mentors’ and alum14

I also secured the necessary approvals from my university’s Institutional Review Board.

The director’s one request was that my research not place additional demands on the current Launch
students, who struggle to meet the program’s demands. Therefore, I was not permitted to conduct formal
interviews with students who were participating in the summer session. Nevertheless, through interactions
and conversations with students, I had ample access to their informal comments in daily life.
15
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administrators’ accounts of their own experiences in Launch and at boarding school. In
addition to my role as a teacher, I was a participant-observer in a variety of formal and
informal settings (see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 above). During the two weeks of the
summer session that took place on a boarding school campus, I lived with Launch
students in a dorm.
Being a teacher in the program had advantages and disadvantages in relation to
my research. My status as a teacher afforded me access to settings I would likely not have
been permitted to observe if I were only a researcher. On a practical level, it allowed me
to keep a laptop and notebook close at hand, enabling me to jot down notes and record
observations relatively inconspicuously throughout the day. However, my being a teacher
may have distanced me from the students I taught, many of whom seemed uncomfortable
interacting with teachers, especially during the first few weeks of the program. In
contrast, my teacher status gave me no authority over the mentors, who seemed
comfortable around me and interested in my research. I detected no overt indications that
the racial and ethnic differences between me and the students and mentors impacted my
relationships with them. However, such a possibility cannot be ruled out entirely.
Throughout the summer, I spent over 500 hours in contact with students and
faculty in the program. I wrote fieldnotes daily, often several times a day to capture
events and interactions shortly after they occurred. I conducted a total of twenty-eight
semi-structured interviews, each of which was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim
(see Table 2.1 in Chapter 2 above).
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During the course of data collection, I read and re-read fieldnotes, wrote analytic
memos about emerging themes in the data, and adjusted my interview questions to
incorporate emerging insights and lines of inquiry into subsequent interviews and
observations. In interviews with mentors and alum-administrators, I asked about the
interviewees’ experiences as students at Launch, their adjustment to and experiences at
boarding school, and their current role within the organization. Although I had begun the
project with an interest in how pipeline programs transmit new forms of cultural capital
to students, the themes of academic intensity and emotional struggle were ones that
emerged early in my observations and interviews, and these were among the themes that I
tracked throughout my research. The relationship between these two themes became
increasingly clear as I coded my data.
Using Atlas.ti I coded my interview transcripts and fieldnotes with a combination
of pre-defined codes based on theoretical concepts (e.g., cultural capital, emotion
management) and grounded “open codes” developed through line-by-line coding (e.g.,
familial language, emphasis on cohort unity, dealing with academic challenges) (Corbin
and Strauss 1990). Using multiple sources of evidence from many different participants, I
triangulated my data to cross-check patterns and emerging ideas and to search for
disconfirming evidence (Yin 2003).
ENGINEERING STRUGGLE
“Academic boot camp” was the phrase most frequently used by Launch mentors,
teachers, and administrators to describe the program’s summer session. Similar to a
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military boot camp, Launch purposefully creates an environment in which students are
nearly guaranteed to struggle. As I illustrate below, Launch students enter the program
feeling confident (though unchallenged) in their intellectual abilities, and they are quickly
faced with an academic environment that is designed to shake their confidence.
Feeling Confident, Being “Chosen”
Students admitted to Launch have undergone a highly selective, multi-stage
process. They have been selected based on their performance on a state-wide
standardized test; their grades in school; their performance on a second standardized test,
an IQ test, and writing samples administered by Launch; their responses to questions on
the Launch application; and their performance in several rounds of interviews with
Launch administrators. According to the director of the program, each student admitted to
the program has an IQ close to or above 120 and grades in the high 90s.
Given this selective process, it is not surprising that many, if not all, of the
admitted students begin the program feeling very confident in their academic abilities. As
one mentor asserted about Launch students, “They’re smart, and they’re used to being
singled out as the smartest or the brightest.” A mentor named Sofia voiced a sentiment
she felt was shared among the Launch students with whom she had entered the program:
“I think I speak for a lot of people when I say we came from places where we were kind
of on top of the class.” Olivia, another mentor, echoed this feeling when she described
how she had felt when she began Launch: “I felt like I was the best of the best.”
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Similarly, Marcus explained that he too had been confident upon beginning Launch since
he was “used to being the kid who would answer the questions right.”
The program’s opening orientation bolstered students’ self-confidence. At the
beginning of the orientation, Launch’s admissions officer explained to the new cohort of
students and their parents that the group of seventy students had been selected from an
initial pool of over 1,000 applicants. The Launch director, speaking several minutes later,
explained to the audience that the newly admitted students are about to join “one of the
most elite groups in the country” and that after completing Launch they will go on to “the
most elite high schools in the world.” He continued, speaking directly to the newly
admitted students, “And don’t think ‘elite’ is a bad word. It’s not. And if you do what we
ask of you, that adjective will be accurately used to describe every stage of your
education.” He told the new students that the Launch summer session is going to be the
hardest thing they have ever done, that it is going to challenge them in ways they have
never been challenged, and that it will make them doubt their own intelligence and begin
to think that they were admitted to the program by mistake. He concluded by telling the
students that whether they complete Launch’s 14-month preparation program is up to
them, but that there is no doubt that they are intellectually capable of succeeding in the
program and at boarding school. Speaking for the Launch admissions process, he
proclaimed matter-of-factly, “We don’t make mistakes about ability.”
The half dozen administrators who spoke during the orientation echoed the
director’s emphasis on both the intensity of the academic challenges the students would
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face at Launch and the students’ intellectual capacity to meet those challenges. They
described the program as “very challenging” and requiring “hard work.” One
administrator told the newly admitted students, “Being smart is not enough. Now you’ll
have to work hard.” He told them that they have “a lot of fire power and now will be
asked to use it.” Echoing this message, the head mentor nodded emphatically as she told
the students, “You are all talented and you all deserve to be here.” Over and over and
from many different speakers, the newly admitted Launch students (and the cohort of
second-summer students who were also asked to attend the orientation) were reminded
that they are intellectually capable, would be academically stretched in the coming
weeks, and would need to work hard to meet these challenges.
Struggle, By Design
Launch follows through on its promise to provide students with a challenging
academic experience. The program purposefully creates an environment in which
students are nearly guaranteed to struggle academically. Through frequent quizzes, daily
homework checks, and aiming for a grade distribution similar to the Bell Curve, Launch
teachers are expected to create an academic environment in which few students receive
the A’s to which they are accustomed and many students work late into the night to
complete the overwhelming amount of homework assigned each day.
The program’s demanding academic curriculum serves several purposes. First, it
is meant to equip individual students with the content knowledge and skills they will need
at boarding school but are unlikely to acquire at the schools they currently attend. It must
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also prepare them to handle the academic workload they are likely to encounter at
boarding school. Second, as the Launch director explained, the program’s academic
curriculum also serves organizational purposes: to maintain its reciprocal relationship
with the elite schools its students will attend, Launch must consistently prepare students
well. The organization’s relationship with these schools would likely be jeopardized if
Launch students consistently perform poorly in boarding school classes. To ensure that
these schools continue to reserve spaces for and offer generous financial aid packages to
Launch students each year, the program’s students must be able to meet the schools’
academic expectations, and the program must maintain its high boarding school
graduation rate, which the director reported as being consistently in the high 90s, “95, 96,
97 percent.”
Against the backdrop of these overarching goals, the more immediate purpose of
the program’s academic curriculum—that is, the purpose more often mentioned by
administrators and mentors, and the effect most observable among students—was the
experience of struggle and the resulting emotional turmoil students underwent as they
recalibrated their sense of their academic selves. Not only must Launch students have the
academic knowledge and skills that will enable them to meet the academic expectations
and handle the homework load at their boarding schools, but even more importantly, they
must also feel that they are capable of meeting the academic challenges they will face
there. Launch administrators and mentors understood the program’s academic curriculum
as a tool for inducing an emotional process and recalibration in Launch students, as a way
(in the words of the director) “to teach them that they are smart enough to do this, to
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compete with these kids, to go to boarding school.” It is this emotional resource that
Launch’s academic work is meant to generate in individual students.
Administrators and mentors shared a belief that Launch students must experience
and learn to overcome academic struggles and self-doubt. According to the Launch
director, the program is intended to be a “safe place” for students to experience feelings
of deflation and challenges to their egos, to their sense of their intelligence, and to their
commitment to academic work. It is better, he explained, that students experience
feelings of self-doubt and learn to overcome them in Launch rather than in the boarding
schools they will eventually attend, where the director fears students are not guaranteed
to receive as much support through their struggles. One administrator, who completed
Launch nearly two decades ago, explained that the greatest challenge of the summer
session is to “convince” the incoming students that they can be successful in the program
“even when they begin to doubt themselves.” She understood the overwhelming
academic demands of the summer session as meant to “help the kids really see their true
potential.” When parents were concerned about their children’s low grades in the
program, she assured them that Launch expects students to struggle: “We’re not pushing
them beyond their ability, but we’re pushing them beyond what they’ve been asked to do
before.” Another administrator responded to parents’ concerns by asserting, “Your child
is going to struggle. They need to learn to ask for help.”16

16

Research suggests that lower-income students are less likely than their middle-class peers to seek help
from teachers, and as a result they are often academically disadvantaged (Calarco 2011, 2014; Croninger
and Lee 2001). Thus, Launch’s academic curriculum conveys valuable lessons about asking for help
alongside the emotional lessons about overcoming academic struggle.
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Launch mentors had vivid memories of their own academic struggles in the
program. Zuleika, who attends an Ivy League university, told me emphatically, “Launch
is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life.” Nicolas, another mentor attending an
Ivy League university, recalled:
Launch was the first time that I felt like, ‘Wow, this stuff is beyond me, and I
have to stay on top [of it].’ And still, even with me staying on top, there was still
stuff that I was confused about, that I didn’t know, that I [had] never had before.
Marcus, another mentor, remembered thinking the amount of homework he was assigned
at Launch was a prank. He explained:
It hit me like a brick the first day, just the amount of—when they said, ‘Okay,
here’s your homework,’ and I’d be writing the homework down, and still writing
the homework down. It was just like, ‘Why are they giving so much stuff?’ I
thought it was a prank.
He recounted the nightly workload:
So they give you 60 pages of reading on top of psychology homework, on top of
history readings, on top of I-don’t-know-how-many math problems, probably 100
sometimes a night. They would give all this to you in a night and you’d think,
‘What in the world is this program doing?’
Current Launch students encountered similarly overwhelming academic demands.
Students spoke about staying up past midnight or waking up at dawn to complete their
homework. In a meeting held for parents, one mother explained that since beginning
Launch, her daughter had been working until 2 a.m. or 3 a.m. each morning to complete
her homework. Other parents nodded their heads in agreement as the mother spoke. “My
son, too,” and “Uh huh, mine also,” parents chimed in.
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During the two weeks in residence at the boarding school, the volume of work
and the intensity of students’ efforts to complete it were evident: on nights when I made
rounds through one of the girls’ dorms, I saw students working late into the night, and as
I headed out for an early run most mornings, I saw students awake and working on
homework at 6 a.m. Students continued their work during breakfast, lunch, and dinner in
the dining hall. The following fieldnotes excerpt depicts a typical breakfast scene, in
which students attempted to cram as much work as possible into every moment before or
between classes:
I count the students in the room (33) and see that only 4 of these 33 are not
actively working on homework of some sort. The students are leaning over their
copy of Great Expectations with a pen in one hand and a fork or spoon or piece of
toast in the other hand. Others are flipping through notecards or leaning close to
the person sitting next to them while they quiz them from a textbook open
between them. Some students have a spiral notebook or three-ring binder resting
atop an open geometry textbook as they scribble equations and draw diagrams. At
one point a boy gets up and lugs his thick geometry book across the room so he
can help another boy finish a problem.
Scenes such as this one were common throughout the summer session. Students worked
hard to keep up with a barrage of daily assignments and quizzes, and most used their
scarce non-class time not to socialize or relax but to squeeze in a few more math
problems or pages of reading.
EXPERIENCING STRUGGLE
As illustrated above, Launch creates an academic environment in which both the
difficulty and volume of work are such that students are nearly guaranteed to struggle.
Launch mentors experienced this aspect of the program when they themselves were
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preparing to enter boarding school. They recalled their feelings of frustration and selfdoubt when they encountered academic struggles at Launch. Mentors spoke of Launch as
a place where they were forced to “learn humility” (a phrase used by several mentors),
where for the first time in their lives they were intellectually challenged, surrounded by
other high-achieving and motivated classmates, and suddenly had to face the reality of
not being the “smartest” student in the class. Olivia, who felt like she had been “ten steps
ahead of everybody else” in the middle school she had attended, captured an emotional
trajectory that was voiced by many of the mentors when she explained the emotional
intensity she had experienced as a Launch student:
It’s just mentally, just—you’re just distraught for a long time, or at least for me I
was distraught with all the work. And it’s not even just that it’s a lot of work. It’s
just your whole view of yourself, your whole confidence level—it just decreases
because you go from thinking you know everything to—you go from thinking that
you’re the best, you’re on top, to Launch telling you, ‘No, you’re not the only
one.’
Like Olivia, Kyle also struggled emotionally as a result of the academic demands he
encountered at Launch:
While I was in Launch, I struggled with the fact that I wasn’t the smartest, and
that kind of got to me. And I struggled with the fact that I had to stay up ‘til three
in the morning to do work, and the fact that I was getting three to four hours of
sleep every day. That kind of made me angry at times because I was like, ‘Why is
this such a struggle for me? Why do I have to struggle?’
Initially unable to adjust to the feeling that he “wasn’t the smartest,” Kyle decided to quit
the program during his first summer session. However, after a conversation with the
program director and a phone call from his mentor, Kyle decided to continue in the
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program.17 Thinking back to his conversation with Launch’s director, Kyle said, “I think
the thing that got me was that he believed in me, and that there were people that believed
in me.” Kyle ultimately felt that the academic struggles he faced at Launch played an
important role in preparing him for boarding school. When asked what he thinks he
needed to be prepared to attend one of the most prestigious secondary schools in the
country (and the world), Kyle replied:
I definitely needed to know that I was going to struggle. If I didn’t know that
going to [my boarding school], I probably wouldn’t have made it through,
because when I got there…and I took my first English class, I probably got the
worst grade I’ve ever gotten. I was down for a while, but then I knew that I had
experienced the same thing in Launch. I got my worst English grade ever in
Launch, so it was like, ‘Okay, I’m fine, just got to work harder.’ That was a skill
that I definitely learned at Launch.
As Launch teachers returned homework assignments and quizzes with grades well below
the A’s that students were accustomed to receiving in their regular schools, and as
students obtained information about how their own performance was stacking up against
that of their classmates, it became clear that many of the current Launch students were
facing an internal struggle similar to Kyle’s. Over the course of the summer, through
conversations with mentors and administrators, I became aware of at least a dozen firstsummer students who, at various time throughout the summer, had considered quitting
the program. Onani was one such student. After seeing Onani sobbing as she talked
quietly with her mentor Sofia one morning, I asked Sofia how Onani was doing. Sofia
replied, “Academically she’s having a hard time. She’s just struggling. She thinks she’s
the stupid one. And her grades don’t quite tell her otherwise.” Sofia, who had worked as
17

Kyle went on to attend a top-tier boarding school and an Ivy League university.
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a mentor the previous summer also, said Onani’s feelings of deflation and self-doubt are
common among Launch students during their first summer session in the program. She
said that several of her current mentees had expressed similar feelings to her, and that her
mentees during the previous summer had also struggled with feelings of self-doubt and
deflation after receiving low grades.
Like Onani, Sofia had also struggled academically as a Launch student. By her
own account, Sofia had had “a tough time with math” at Launch, and she had received a
disappointingly low midterm grade in her geometry class during her first summer session.
She recalled how her experience of struggle was important in teaching her that she could
handle the academic demands at Launch and later at boarding school. In response to my
question, “What do you think you needed most to be prepared to go to boarding school?”
Sofia responded without hesitation:
I would say that what I needed most was to know that I could do what was asked
of me or required of me, that I could do it, that I could get a hold and be really
confident in the material that I was learning. And I think as a mentor, it’s my job
to make sure that my mentees—not even just my mentees, but just any kid that
comes to me—[that] they know that their position, their spot in Launch, it wasn’t
an accident and they were chosen to be here for a reason, and that they can handle
it…that’s what I think Launch gave me that was most beneficial when I went off
to school—was that I can do it.
Like many of the other mentors, Sofia and Kyle felt that being academically challenged,
struggling with the resulting feelings of self-doubt, and persisting and ultimately proving
to themselves that they were capable of meeting the challenge was a crucial process they
needed to undergo prior to entering boarding school.

73
Also like Sofia, many of the mentors felt that one of their most important jobs as
mentors was to help the current Launch students come to realize that they can make it
through the program. Calvin, another mentor, explained his understanding of the purpose
of the mentors in a way that echoed comments made by other mentors throughout the
summer: “We’re here for the kids that don’t think they’re going to make it.” He
continued:
Because these kids, they need the constant reassurance that ‘You guys are
soldiers. You’re 12 years old, staying up ‘til like two, three in the morning doing
work that people in high school do.’ Like, they need to constantly be told
that…emotionally and mentally we’ve got to drive these kids….It all comes down
to reassuring them that they’re soldiers.
Calvin’s analogy of Launch students as “soldiers” highlights the program’s emphasis on
the importance of individual perseverance through struggle.
The experiences of Olivia, Kyle, Onani, Sofia, and many other Launch students
and mentors confirm a Launch administrator’s view that first-summer students are
generally “in shock” from the amount of work they are required to complete and that
students generally respond to this shock in one of two ways: they either “shut down” or
“push harder.” Observations of current Launch students and retrospective accounts of
mentors’ experiences at Launch indicate that the common trajectory among Launch
students is to initially shut down and doubt their intellectual abilities when faced with
academic struggles and then to ultimately push harder and complete the program. Below I
discuss what Launch students learn from this experience of struggle, self-doubt, and
pushing harder.
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LEARNING FROM STRUGGLE: “EARNING” SUCCESS
In addition to providing students with academic skills and knowledge, Launch’s
academic curriculum transmits lessons about the connection between hard work,
individual achievement, and academic success. The overwhelming lesson that Launch
students learn from their academic struggles in the program is that academic success
(and, by extension, many other types of success) must be earned. Sofia voiced a
sentiment that many of her fellow mentors echoed: “Launch really reinforced this: that
anything in this life you have to earn it. If you want something, you have to work for it.
You have to earn it.” Josh, another mentor, also felt that his academic struggle in Launch
had made him feel as if academic accomplishments must be earned. He described
heading to boarding school with the feeling that he was “finally tak[ing] my reward of 12
months’ work.” Tanisha, another mentor, also felt that Launch had taught her that
consistent hard work and dedication are the ingredients for eventual academic success.
“Stamina,” she told me, was one of the things Launch taught her. She continued:
Stamina—you’ve got to be able to have the mindset to say, ‘I’m going to stick
with this until I see an end result.’ And that is probably, I’d say, one of the hardest
things that Launch taught me….You just have to dedicate yourself to knowing
you’re going to see the fruits of your labor eventually.
Like Tanisha and the other mentors, students who completed the summer session also
seemed to feel as if they had accomplished something, as if they had earned their
continuing place in the program and, for second-summer students, their quickly
approaching departure for boarding school. Students who make it to the final day of the
summer-session exams have endured eight weeks of relentless academic demands and
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unflinching accountability measures meant to detect every missed assignment and failed
assessment. While some students may have harbored fears that their performance in their
classes would result in their being asked to leave the program, most seemed to feel that
simply making it that far was a victory in itself—they did not quit, they did not give up.
Fieldnotes depicting the scene on the last day of the summer session suggest that Launch
students and mentors consider making it through the summer session to be a triumph, a
major accomplishment:
During the last few minutes of the history exam I am proctoring, I and the
students taking the exam begin to hear clapping and cheering in the hallway. I
look out the windowpane of my classroom door and then walk out into the
hallway to see what’s going on. I see mentors standing in the hallway against the
wall next to the classrooms in which they had just finished proctoring various
exams. The mentors are smiling and clapping and nodding their heads up and
down rhythmically. The mentors seem to form what is almost a solid line of
clapping down the hall as students begin to trickle one-by-one and in small groups
out of classrooms after completing their last exam. The mentors are high-fiving
and fist-bumping students and giving them thumbs-up as they walk by. Some
mentors are hugging students. Students are walking joyfully and triumphantly out
of the classrooms. Some hold their arms up in the air in the shape of a ‘V.’ Some
pump their fists in the air. The students high-five and hug each other. I hear many
‘Congratulations’ coming from mentors. Students are saying, ‘We’re done! We’re
done!’ and ‘We made it!’ as they hug or jump up and down next to each
other….The mood is joyful and festive, as if a major victory has just been
achieved, a major feat accomplished.
The feeling of immense accomplishment that results from completing the summer
session—particularly a student’s first summer session, which is considered by Launch
administrators, teachers, and mentors to be more challenging and overwhelming for
students than their second summer session—was one that resonated deeply among
Launch alums, whether mentors or administrators. In the orientation for the incoming
cohort of Launch students and their parents, the administrator who was among the first
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few cohorts of Launch students to complete the program and go on to boarding school
ended one of her speeches by telling the audience proudly and emphatically, “Launch is
where I learned that I can do absolutely anything I put my mind to.” This unwavering
confidence in one’s own ability to persist and succeed, as a result of having persisted and
succeeded in the face of the academic demands encountered at Launch, was something
many of the mentors described to me throughout the summer. Similar to the way in which
Sofia credited her struggles at Launch with teaching her “that I could do it, that I could
get a hold and be really confident in the material that I was learning,” Marcus also saw
his academic struggles in the summer session as leading him to (re)gain a sense of selfconfidence and feel that he “could do anything”:
So you work on these things that are way beyond your age level so that you can
see exactly how much you can accomplish. Because once you finish the program,
at our [Launch] commencement, when I was walking off stage, I felt I could do
anything, simply because there was all this stuff packed into 14 months and I not
only survived it, but I learned a lot from it.
Olivia, another mentor, also emerged from Launch with a powerful sense of confidence
in her ability to meet the challenges that lay ahead of her as she was poised to begin her
sophomore year at a prestigious liberal arts college and was looking ahead to medical
school:
I’d be terrified if I hadn’t been through Launch, if Launch hadn’t—because
Launch breaks you down, but then at the same time as it’s breaking you down, it’s
showing you how awesome you are. So if Launch hadn’t shown me how
awesome I am, I would not be able to take—I mean, like that the fact that I need
to do well to get into med school—like all these things I wouldn’t be taking as
coolly or as smoothly as I’m taking it now.
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For several of the mentors whose parents had not completed high school, their successes
in Launch seemed to feel even more powerful to them, even more undeniably theirs since
they had succeeded at academic tasks that they had faced without parental help other than
love and emotional support. For example, Sofia described her mother as being incredibly
supportive as she progressed through Launch and into boarding school. She recalled
knowing that the academic help her mother was able to give her was limited since her
mother had not completed high school in her native Caribbean country. As Sofia
explained, these circumstances further bolstered the sense of self-confidence and selfreliance that she gained from her experiences in Launch:
My mom didn’t even finish high school, so I didn’t have any help when I was in
Launch, none whatsoever when I left Launch. So I had to do everything on my
own, and when you know what you’re made of, it gives you, like you have so
much confidence. You have confidence in what you can do and what you are
doing and just where it’s all going to take you. So I have faith in how everything’s
going to end up in myself, just because I came to Launch.
An overwhelming theme in the mentors’ narratives of their Launch experience
was that they had faced the challenges Launch presented to them, they had worked hard,
and through their hard work, they had earned their successes in the program, their robust
feelings of self-confidence, and their place at their boarding school. The mentors’ sense
of their accomplishments echoed the words of the director to the incoming cohort of
students: “Launch will not GIVE you anything. Everything you get from this program,
you will EARN.” Through Launch, mentors explained to me over and over again, they
had learned that success must be earned through a combination of hard work and
perseverance, and that they are capable of earning it.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
As the preceding sections illustrate, Launch students undergo a rigorous selection
process meant to ensure their high intellectual ability. They begin the program feeling
confident and are repeatedly reminded by administrators and mentors that they have been
“chosen,” “handpicked,” and that they are capable of doing well at Launch and in
boarding school. They encounter an academic curriculum designed to ensure that they
struggle, and they experience and overcome feelings of frustration and self-doubt. They
ultimately complete the program and go on to boarding school with a powerful feeling of
self-confidence and a belief that it is individual hard work that will determine their
success, academic and otherwise.
On the level of individual students, the emotional processes that are induced by
Launch’s academic curriculum and lead to renewed or increased self-confidence are
likely to serve students well when they enter boarding school. For nearly all of the
mentors, their experiences of academic struggle and persistence in the face of self-doubt
at Launch were important ones for them to have before entering boarding school. Having
equipped these individuals with the ability, in Olivia’s words, to face future academically
daunting experiences more “coolly” or “smoothly” than they might have otherwise, the
challenging academic environment of Launch may be seen as transmitting the resource of
emotion management to students (Hochschild 1979, 1983).
According to Arlie Hochschild (1979), emotion management involves an
individual’s “inducing or inhibiting feelings so as to render them ‘appropriate’ to a
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situation” (1979:551). Based on accounts from Launch mentors and several alumadministrators, the emotional processes many students undergo at Launch do indeed help
them regulate their feelings in beneficial ways in response to situations they encounter at
boarding school (and later in college).18 While students’ experiences in Launch are
unlikely to insulate them entirely from future feelings of self-doubt or possible “shutting
down” when they experience academic struggles, the mentors felt that the “pre-shock”
they had endured at Launch in many ways inoculated them against potentially
overwhelming emotional reactions that they may have experienced for the first time at
boarding school or in college. In this way, the academically-induced emotional
rollercoaster of Launch appears to be beneficial for individual students and may spare
them at least some of the emotional costs—particularly those related to self-doubt in the
presence of more academically-prepared classmates—associated with attending an elite
educational institution (see e.g., Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Horvat and Antonio 1999;
Howard 2008; Ispa-Landa 2013; Khan 2011; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). These
emotional lessons may also protect students from experiencing some of the negative
outcomes, such as academic under-performance and academic disengagement, that may
result from stereotype threat (Steele 2010), which may be especially powerful for
students of color in the context of elite boarding schools.

18

This chapter focuses on emotion management related to academic struggles. As I explore elsewhere,
Launch also equips students with knowledge of the feeling rules they are likely to encounter at boarding
school (Cox 2016a) and with emotion-management skills related more specifically to being a racial and
social-class minority at their boarding schools (Cox 2017).
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Launch’s academic program also conveys a message about merit, hard work, and
academic success. Having been admitted to the program on the basis of their prior
academic achievements, students likely arrive at Launch with a belief in the education
system as one that distributes rewards based on individual merit.19 Launch repeatedly tells
students that they are smart and capable of doing well at Launch and in boarding school,
and that it is individual hard work that will determine their success. “Being smart is not
enough. Now you’ll have to work hard,” an administrator warned admitted students. If
students do not believe this upon entering Launch, the program’s academic gauntlet
ensures that they leave with the meritocratic belief that academic success in elite
educational environments, if not in the schools they currently attend, must be earned.
Thus, whether or not Launch plants the initial seed of this belief in students, it certainly
nourishes its growth via an intensive, 14-month experience.
While Launch mentors knew that their socioeconomic status (as indicated by their
parents’ levels of education, occupations, and incomes) and their race and/or ethnicity
were different from those of the majority of their boarding school classmates, their
discussions among themselves and with me revealed almost no critique of the systems of
social inequality that bolster the elite boarding schools and colleges they attended or are
attending. Of all of the mentors, Sofia was the one who seemed most aware of these
issues. She spoke most readily about the “entitlement” she saw among her more
privileged classmates at the boarding school she had attended. She seemed able to juggle
a narrative of individual hard work and persistence with an understanding of a larger
19
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educational (and economic) system that allows some individuals to reach similar levels of
success with much less hard work than others.
Sofia said of her more privileged boarding school classmates, “The kids around
me had a stronger sense of entitlement. They just felt like it should be given to them, like,
‘This “A” should have been given to me, even though I spent like [only] an hour doing
this paper, [only] an hour researching.’” Sofia described many of her classmates as
appearing to feel as if they could “cruise on through” their classes without the careful
planning and hard work that Sofia felt she put into her classes and extracurricular
activities. She also expressed an understanding of the ways in which her more privileged
boarding school classmates were positioned differently in terms of the previous schools
they had attended and their social connections:
You know, work has been easy for them or something. I think it’s partially the
[previous] school they came from, and it’s also partially just because they were
privileged. They feel like if a teacher gave them a bad grade, [they would
respond,] ‘I’m gonna call my aunt, who put together this anthology, and she’ll tell
him [the teacher] that my essay was worth more than a B-.’
Despite recognizing these inequalities based on students’ positions within class-based
structures, Sofia maintained a belief in the importance of hard work, a belief she said was
reinforced by Launch: “If you want something, you have to work for it. You have to earn
it.”
Unlike Sofia, the other Launch mentors did not offer critiques of the social and
economic structures within which their boarding schools are embedded and that provide
advantages for the majority of their boarding school peers. This silence may not be
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surprising given the institutional context of Launch and the boarding schools it prepares
students to attend. Research suggests that the discourse of individual responsibility for
success that Launch promotes is one that may be particularly strong in middle- and
upper-middle-class school settings, such as the ones Launch students will experience at
boarding school (Demerath and Lynch 2008; Khan 2011, 2012; McLeod and Yates 2006;
O’Flynn and Petersen 2007).
The individualistic earning-your-success feeling that Launch generates in students
is similar to the meritocratic ideology that Shamus Khan (2011) found among students
attending the elite boarding school he studied. These students embraced a rhetoric of
meritocratic achievement even as they benefitted from unearned advantages. Based on
this study, Khan argues that the “new elite,” unlike their historical predecessors, have
moved from an ethic of exclusion to one of inclusion. He writes, “What is crucial is that
no one is explicitly excluded” (Khan 2011:197). Instead, he continues, “What matters are
individual attributes and capacities, not durable inequalities. From this point of view,
those who are not successful are not necessarily disadvantaged; they are simply those
who have failed to seize the opportunities afforded by our new, open society” (Khan
2011:197). Khan’s research suggests that Launch’s message of meritocratic achievement
may align Launch students with the views they are likely to encounter at boarding school,
views that effectively mask the privileges that have allowed the majority of boarding
school students to arrive at those schools.
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Thus, even as Launch helps students evade patterns of social inequality that
would otherwise disadvantage them, students’ experiences in the program may reinforce
a story line that undergirds durable patterns of inequality. Against the backdrop of the
American Dream and society’s championing of individual talent, effort, and hard work,
the notion of individual responsibility for “earning” success that Launch inculcates in
students may ultimately serve to strengthen the myth of a meritocratic society that
rewards individuals based on their talents and efforts (see e.g., McLeod and Yates 2006;
Walkerdine 2003; Youdell 2004). The message of “earned” success masks the degree to
which these very students come to be seen—and perhaps see themselves—as evidence
that the system in fact works for those willing to work hard enough, and leaves behind
those who lack the proper work ethic or individual talent. By eschewing a more structural
understanding of success (or failure), this meritocratic message may blunt Launch
students’ recognition and critique of overarching social, political, cultural, and economic
systems that contribute to the reproduction of social inequalities along predictable lines of
race, ethnicity, and social class.
Although some studies suggest that individuals may not recognize the overarching
structures in which they are embedded and which advantage some and disadvantage
others (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Bowles and Gintis 1976; MacLeod 2009), other
studies suggest that, like Sofia, students of color attending elite schools may come to
recognize structural inequalities (Khan 2011; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003).20 For example,
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I am thankful to an anonymous reviewer at Du Bois Review for pointing out this tension in the research
literature.
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Carla, a Black student who was a senior at the elite school Khan (2011) studied,
explained that, rather than an increase in her knowledge or skills leading to a boost in her
grades since her freshman year, it was instead her learning how to, in her words,
“bullshit” that led to her receipt of high grades on her academic papers. “I didn’t get
smarter. I learned how to say the same thing, only different. Not my way, yours,” she
explained to Khan (2011:103). Carla was able to recognize and master the “hidden
curriculum,” the unwritten rules of her boarding school, and it was this mastery, not her
intellect or hard work, that enabled her to her excel at boarding school.
Similarly, the Black boys in Peter Kuriloff and Michael Reichert’s (2003) study at
an elite day school saw differences in the distribution of academic and athletic awards as
based more on race- and class-based differences rather than on individuals’ merits. These
students developed a collective understanding of the race and class dynamics in their
school. Like Carla in Khan’s study, they emerged with a “critique of the school’s hidden
curriculum as well as agreement about the value of mastering it” (Kuriloff and Reichert
2003:764). These studies suggest that students of color attending elite schools may
develop critiques of the social structures that benefit many of their more privileged
classmates. However, as Kramer (2008) argues and as my data suggest, the lessons
learned or reinforced in pipeline programs—whether the diversifier mindset at RISE
(Kramer 2008) or belief in the connection between hard work and success at Launch—
may neutralize these potential critiques, leaving students unwilling or unable to cast a
critical eye on the broader structures in which they have succeeded.
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Based on what I observed at Launch and what I heard in interviews and
conversations with Launch alums (both mentors and administrators), students’ experience
in the program seems to neutralize critiques of the kind that Khan (2011) and Kuriloff
and Reichert (2003) found among students of color in the elite schools they studied.
While programs such as Launch support the educational advancement and emotional
adjustment of individual students entering elite schools, they may prevent these students
from challenging processes that create persistent patterns of social inequality. As pipeline
programs seek to diversify the social, political, and economic elite and prepare a new face
of leadership, the lessons students learn in the course of this preparation may ultimately
reinforce the ideologies undergirding the social inequalities that these programs help
students sidestep.
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Chapter 4: Powered Down: The Micro-foundations of Organizational Attempts to
Redistribute Power

As society and social problems change, older institutional arrangements give way
to newer ones, many of which are tilting toward the democratization of decision-making,
information, and access to valued goods and services. In some municipalities, closeddoor conversations among elected officials drawing up municipal budgets are being
traded for public deliberation and democratic voting on the use of taxpayer money
(Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017). In cities across the country, crowd-sourced text-message
votes and online surveys, rather than city workers or corporate employees, are
determining the locations for bike-sharing corrals (Bay Area Bike Share 2018; New York
City Department of Transportation 2018). In some neighborhoods, top-down decisionmaking by school officials and police officers has been replaced by local school councils
and community-policing partnerships (Fung 2001). In ways big and small, these new
institutional arrangements devolve decision-making and shift the social relations and, in
turn, the usual dynamics of power within their respective institutional spheres.
However, as town hall meetings and crowdsourcing for solutions to public
problems have become increasingly common, democratic innovations have not
necessarily led to their intended outcomes of decreased levels of inequality due to
increased community voice in decisions related to public goods and services (Baiocchi
and Ganuza 2017; Lee et al. 2015; Levine 2017). Existing research on power offers little
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to help us understand how democratizing processes such as these, in which power is
redistributed across institutional roles, take place or why they might fail.
This chapter investigates the under-studied and under-theorized process of
“democratization from above,” the voluntary attempt to redistribute power from those
whose role provides more of it to those whose role provides less of it. Existing research
on power has focused primarily on its conflictual, zero-sum aspect, its unequal
distribution, and efforts by those with more power to maintain it and those with less
power to acquire it. Thus, theories of power help explain how it is acquired, maintained,
and exercised. However, existing work is much less useful for understanding processes
through which those with power may share or distribute it voluntarily. Without
understanding on-the-ground attempts to redistribute power, we fail to understand how
efforts to democratize institutions from above may effectively redistribute power and
how they may fail to do so despite their best intentions.
In this chapter, I focus on face-to-face interactions within two organizations
attempting to shift the conventional power relations within their respective institutions.
Whereas a long line of research has documented how interactional phenomena such as
“doing gender,” “doing difference,” managing emotions, and the labeling of deviance
produce and reinforce inequalities (Becker 1963; Hochschild 1983; West and
Fenstermaker 1995; West and Zimmerman 1987), here I focus on the other side of the
interactional coin: What types of interactions facilitate the redistribution of power across
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institutional roles?21 I draw on ethnographic data from two sites engaged in deliberate
attempts to shift power relations within their respective organizations: a private
philanthropic foundation seeking to transfer control over its grant-making to a
community-based board, and a democratic school designed to give students and adults an
equal voice in decisions. To understand how individuals occupying roles conventionally
associated with more power and authority attempt to balance power across institutional
roles, I analyze interactions between foundation representatives and grant recipients and
between school staff and students.
I offer a typology of power-shifting encounters and focus on two types of
encounters that facilitate the balancing of power relations—symmetrizing encounters and
encompassing encounters. I show how encounters of these types include interactions in
which organization staff at each site deflect any authoritarian role and monitor and
minimize their own influence (symmetrizing encounters), and how they emphasize their
own and others’ accountability to the organizations’ collectively created rules and
facilitate the participation of community members and students in decision-making
processes (encompassing encounters). I argue that the sustained, power-balancing
potential of these types of encounters is based on their being embedded in
institutionalized, power-balancing structures and discourses within the organization.
These findings contribute to theoretical and empirical work on power by focusing
on processes by which power may be distributed rather than concentrated. My findings

For lack of more precise phrasing, I use the language of “(re)distributing”/“concentrating,”
“balancing”/“unbalancing,” and “symmetrizing”/“asymmetrizing” power to refer to shifts in power
relations. For my present purposes, I use these paired terms interchangeably.
21
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suggest that power concentration and power distribution may not be simply inverse
processes. Instead, power concentration may be much simpler to achieve and maintain
than power distribution. Research on domination and the concentration of power suggests
that entrenched power imbalances tend to persist despite inconsistencies and
misalignment in the interactions, organizational structures, and cultural discourses that
undergird asymmetrical power relations. In contrast to this persistence, the findings I
present here suggest that the balancing (or near-balancing) of formerly asymmetrical
power relations relies on power-distributing mechanisms that are consistent and aligned
across multiple levels within an organization, from interactions, to organizational
structures, to organizational culture and discourse. Symmetrizing encounters and
encompassing encounters are the interactional building blocks within such an effort.
POWER CONCENTRATION AND DISTRIBUTION
Existing research on power offers little to help us understand how efforts to
redistribute power take place or why well-intentioned efforts might fail. Early scholarship
on power saw it as relatively one-dimensional, as “power over,” the power that an
individual, class, or institution could wield over other actors. Contemporary views of
power conceptualize it as multi-faceted in its sources and complex in its exercise. It is not
simply the power of a capitalist class over a working class, as Marx saw it, or even the
authority of a superordinate over a subordinate in a bureaucratic hierarchy, as Weber
conceptualized power. As studies of industrial labor in the 1950s and 1960s repeatedly
found, laborers may be simultaneously disempowered by their subordinate class position
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yet possess significant power in relation to their managers due to their control over
strategic resources within the organization, such as technical skill in operating machinery
(Crozier 1964; Roy 1952; Thompson 1956). Furthermore, all workers within an
organization are subject to the net of power represented by the discourses and
disciplinary regimes associated with social and cultural norms (Foucault 1979; Hayward
1998). Collectively this body of research suggests that power operates on multiple levels
simultaneously and is rooted in individuals, formal and informal rules, administration and
hierarchy, cultural norms and practices, and technologies of discipline (Rye 2015).
Despite the robust understanding of power, its sources, and its mode of exercise
that has developed over the past century, research on power has remained focused on a
core set of questions: What are the bases of power? Is power rooted in individual
capacities, the structure of relations, or overarching ideologies? How is power formally
inscribed and informally appropriated? Why is power not resisted more often than it is?
This body of research has viewed power primarily as conflictual and zero-sum, in terms
of domination and resistance and the means of each (Dahl 1957; Foucault 1979; Gaventa
1980; Lukes 2005; Michels 1968; Scott 1990). The resulting perspectives explain how
power is acquired, maintained, exercised, and challenged via position (class-based or
organizational), possession (of information, money, skills, etc.), and pre-conditions (of
overarching cultural practices and ideologies). However, these theories do not offer
insight into processes of sharing or distributing power.
Despite the study of power being an implicit or explicit focus in a range of diverse
sociological subfields—from social movements and political sociology, to work and
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occupations and gender and family—little attention has been paid to intentional efforts to
distribute power, particularly in ways that fundamentally disrupt the conventional power
relations within an institutional field. Since power has been conceptualized as something
to be taken, grabbed, and hoarded, its sharing has largely escaped attention. Therefore,
the process of democratization from above is nearly invisible in research that explicitly
investigates power.
Power Distribution
Two strands of research, one all but abandoned and the other very recent, begin to
close this theoretical and empirical gap: studies of alternative organizations that reject
hierarchical bureaucratic forms of authority (Bernstein 1976; Rothschild and Whitt 1986;
Swidler 1979); and research on democratic innovations, efforts to promote citizens’
participation in decision-making related to arenas of public provision, such as municipal
budgets, public schools, public safety, environmental conservation, and urban
redevelopment (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017; Eliasoph 2014; Fung and Wright 2001;
Levine 2017).
The first strand of research, studies of alternative organizations, proliferated in the
1970s. These studies include investigations of food cooperatives, legal collectives,
democratic schools, free medical clinics, and alternative newspapers (Bernstein 1976;
Rothschild-Whitt 1979; Swidler 1979). They illustrate, among other findings, the
importance of culture and ideology for coordinating and controlling social life in the
absence of hierarchical bureaucratic authority. These studies also identify various
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organizational structures and practices aimed at minimizing or erasing hierarchies of
authority within alternative organizations, and they find that alternative organizations
tend to rely on a value-rational orientation rather than an instrumentally rational
orientation. Studies of alternative organizations also highlight the costs in time, social and
cultural homogeneity of participants, and emotional commitment that accompany
democratic forms of organization (Rothschild-Whitt 1979; Swidler 1979).
Studies of alternative organizations draw attention to structural commonalities
among organizations that reject hierarchical, bureaucratic forms of authority, and they
contribute to an understanding of how such organizations differ from conventional
bureaucratic organizations. Often based on observational data, these studies offer rich
accounts of the micro-level details of life inside alternative organizations. However, this
body of research has often focused on collective attempts by participants with shared
ideological commitments to form alternative organizations. It has not zeroed-in on topdown efforts to distribute power from those who would otherwise be in positions of
power to those who would not—what I am referring to as democratization from above.
The process of democratization from above is one that takes place within a subset of
alternative organizations that include institutional roles that would otherwise be marked
by significant differences in power and resources—for example, teachers and students,
doctors and patients, attorneys and clients. Looking more closely at how this subset of
alternative organizations seeks to rewire otherwise very unequal power relationships is
likely to contribute to our understanding of power more broadly.

93
The second strand of research that has focused on power and efforts to distribute
it is more recent. This body of literature investigates democratic innovations such as
participatory budgeting, community policing, youth civic engagement projects, and
community voice in urban redevelopment—all efforts to promote citizens’ participation
in decision-making related to arenas of public provision (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017;
Eliasoph 2014; Fung and Wright 2001; Levine 2017). These studies focus primarily on
participation in processes that take place within (or closely alongside) state institutions.
Often pursued by political scientists, studies of democratic innovations investigate
attempts to transform democratic processes within spheres that are already subject to
democratic control, at least in theory if not in practice.
As Fung and Wright (2001) point out, attempts to transform the nature of civic
participation in democratically-oriented spheres often involve the close cooperation of
state agents. Thus, unlike much of the research on collectivist-democratic organizations,
studies of democratic innovations capture processes of democratization from above.
However, the focus on reforms to state institutions that are already democratically
governed (at least in theory) tells us nothing about attempts to inject democratic
principles and processes into institutions and organizations in which democratic
processes are neither expected nor common.
Furthermore, with a few recent exceptions, research on democratic innovations
has tended to remain on an abstract, conceptual level (for exceptions, see Baiocchi and
Ganuza 2017; Eliasoph 2014; Levine 2017). Rather than focusing on the sociological
aspects of processes of distributing power, studies of democratic innovations more often
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seek to delineate the principles involved and to assess the degree to which these
innovations effectively promote civic participation and enhance democratic governance.
In pursuit of these aims, studies of democratic innovations often take a more macro- or
meso-level view of these institutional innovations. For example, we learn about the
principles and organizational structures that undergird democratic innovations such as
participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre, Brazil, (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017) and local
school control and community policing in Chicago (Fung 2001). However, these
accounts often lack the rich, micro-interactional detail that is found in studies of
alternative organizations and that would contribute to an understanding of the micro-level
processes taking place.
Taken together, the bodies of research on democratic innovations and alternative
organizations contribute to an understanding of organizational alternatives to hierarchical,
bureaucratic forms of control. However, each of these bodies of research falls short of
filling gaps in our understanding of the processes by which power may be distributed
voluntarily from those who have more of it to those who have less. On the one hand,
research on alternative organizations is rich in micro-level details and attention to the
reworking of organizational structures. However, it has focused on organizations arising
out of participants’ shared ideological commitments and so does not zero-in on the
process of democratization from above. On the other hand, studies of democratic
innovations have focused more squarely on efforts to democratize from above. However,
their primary focus has been on delineating the principles involved and assessing the
degree to which these innovations effectively promote civic participation and enhance
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democratic governance. In pursuit of these aims, studies of democratic innovations often
lack the level of observational detail and micro-interactional analysis needed to
understand how this process takes place on the ground and in real time. Thus, there is still
work to be done to understand the process of “powering down,” the top-down attempt to
shift power relations.
Power and Interaction
Like the bulk of research on power, research on power and interactions has
focused on how power differentials are created and maintained through face-to-face
interaction. As the building blocks of social order, interactions often reflect and
reproduce patterns of inequality (Dennis and Martin 2005; Schwalbe et al. 2000). For
example, through phenomena such as “doing gender,” “doing difference,” managing
emotions, and the labeling of deviance, interactions produce and reinforce existing power
relations (Becker 1963; Hochschild 1983; West and Fenstermaker 1995; West and
Zimmerman 1987).
Additionally, interactional processes of othering, subordinate adaptation, and
boundary maintenance also contribute to the reproduction of inequalities (Schwalbe et al.
2000). These interactional processes—for example, teachers’ policing and reinforcing of
students’ gender-stereotyped behavior (Thorne 1993)—enforce social boundaries that
differentially constrain and enable action based on characteristics such as race or gender
or roles such as teacher or student. To understand how power inequalities are created,
maintained, and reproduced in face-to-face interaction, it is these generic social processes
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that must be studied across time and place (Schwalbe et al. 2000; Tomaskovic-Devey
2014). Following the same logic, to understand how power inequalities may be
challenged or transformed, we must identify and study interactional processes that
challenge the social boundaries empowering some and disempowering others.
For this we need a conceptualization of power that recognizes social boundaries
and is useful for the analysis of processes by which those boundaries may be reproduced
or transformed. Such a conceptualization of power is different than the intuitive
understanding of power that undergirds everyday usage of the term and much of the
research focused on power: power as something that is possessed and used, as an
instrument wielded by the “powerful” against the “powerless” (Hayward 1998). In
contrast to this understanding of power, another way of conceptualizing power is to
recognize that the actions of all actors, the “powerful” and “powerless” alike, are enabled
and constrained by tangles of laws, rules, norms, social identities, and expectations
(Hayward 1998; Schwalbe et al. 2000). This conceptualization of power defines power as
“a network of social boundaries that delimit the field of what is possible for all actors—
‘powerful’ and ‘powerless’ alike” (Hayward 1998:1).
Based on this understanding, to exercise power is to act upon the social
boundaries—whether legal, conventional, or otherwise—that define the field of what is
possible for one’s self and for others. Relatedly, a power relation is a relationship in
which an actor is positioned to act within or upon the social limits that shape the field of
action for another actor (Hayward 1998). Following this conceptualization of power, the
redistribution of power within a role-based power relation—such as teacher and

97
student—must involve a change in who can act on the social boundaries that limit their
own and others’ actions. Since social boundaries to action are manifested in interactions,
organizational structures and procedures, and overarching culture and discourse,
Hayward’s (1998) understanding of power is useful for an analysis of power-shifting
processes that may take place on multiple levels within an organization.
As mentioned above, routine face-to-face interactions often reflect and reproduce
power imbalances, and existing research has identified generic social processes by which
this reproduction takes place (Becker 1963; Hochschild 1983; Schwalbe et al. 2000; West
and Fenstermaker 1995; West and Zimmerman 1987). But it could be otherwise: some
types of interactions could facilitate the balancing or redistributing of power. However,
these types of interactions have been largely overlooked in the study of power.
What might power-balancing encounters look like, particularly within an
organization attempting to shift conventional power relations based on institutional roles?
And how might these encounters relate to other aspects of the organization, such as its
organizational structures and overarching culture and discourse? Answering these
questions will advance our understanding of the types of interactions that may transform
rather than reproduce existing power relations.
RESEARCH SITES AND METHODS
My two research sites are the Community Project, a community-centered
initiative of the Stevens Foundation (a pseudonym), which has made a ten-year
commitment to fund environmental and social initiatives within a particular geographic
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region in the United States and has facilitated the transfer of control over the
Foundation’s funds from the Foundation to a community-based board; and DSchool (a
pseudonym), a democratic school in which each adult and student (4-19 years old) has an
equal vote in all matters of substance, and students direct the form and content of their
learning. 22
Site Selection
These sites share the following characteristics, which allow me to investigate the
dynamics of the process of democratization from above: 1) each organization is
embedded in an institution marked by significant power imbalances and entrenched lines
of formal role-based authority, 2) each organization is engaged in a deliberate effort to
distribute power across the organization, and 3) each organization’s power-distribution
efforts involve the active participation of those who occupy what would otherwise be
roles of formal authority. These criteria ensure that what I am investigating are top-down,
deliberate efforts to distribute power from those who would otherwise be in positions of
power to those who would not—in short, democratization from above.
Two more points are important to make regarding my selection of these two sites.
First, both sites are involved in an ongoing process of power sharing or redistribution. At
the Community Project this is particularly salient as the Stevens Foundation relinquishes
control over the Project to the community. At DSchool the processual element is less

22

To protect the identity of the organizations and individuals involved in this study, I use pseudonyms
instead of actual names. I have also altered potentially identifying details in ways that mask the identities of
organizations and individuals but do not bear substantially on my findings.
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salient but nevertheless present since the school exists within a larger societal frame in
which adults are commonly considered to be in positions of power relative to children,
and so both staff and students are continuously in the process of going against the societal
grain of the common power imbalance between adults and minors. Therefore, the
interactional processes and organizational structures at DSchool must be (and are, by
both staff and students) under near-constant monitoring for power imbalances.
Second, relative to the democratizing institutional shifts represented by local
school councils, community policing, or crowdsourcing the location of bus shelters, the
power-redistribution efforts of my two sites are thorough and extreme. That is, at both of
my sites, attempts are being made to shift the power dynamics that have undergirded the
core way in which foundations and schools have historically functioned. Investigating
such extreme cases of a phenomenon can provide valuable theoretical insights, as did
Goffman’s (1961) study of asylums as extreme cases of the concentration of power and
authority.
Sites: The Community Project and DSchool
The Community Project. The Community Project is a community-centered
initiative created by the Stevens Foundation, a large private philanthropic foundation.
The Project is comprised of about a half dozen community-based coalitions supported by
several paid, central-office staff. Each coalition emerged from an extensive communityengagement process and is focused on a different issue within the region, such as land
use, transportation, food access, or education. Each coalition is open to the public, has
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developed its own processes for self-governance and consensus-based decision-making,
and has hired a community member “lead” who is supervised by a group of coalition
participants. The Community Project was initially housed within the custom-built
building that houses the Stevens Foundation, but it is now located in a city different from
the Foundation and more accessible by public transit.
My two and a half years of data collection at the Community Project spanned
years 3-5 of the Foundation’s ten-year, $20 million funding commitment to the Project.23
During this time, the Foundation facilitated the transition of the Community Project into a
non-profit organization independent of the Foundation and overseen by a communitybased board. For the remainder of the Foundation’s funding commitment, the Foundation
will continue to fund the Project. However, control over the Project’s functioning and the
use of its funds will be in the hands of the community-based board, and decisions about
projects to initiate or fund will continue to be made via each coalition’s consensus-based
process. The Community Project represents an unusual shifting of power relations within
the institution of private foundation-based philanthropy, in which funders typically
maintain control over their grant-making decisions and give or withhold grant money
annually.
I gained access to the Stevens Foundation through a wealth management firm
where I was conducting observations and interviews related to the investing and
grantmaking practices of private philanthropic foundations. Through my time at the

The Stevens Foundation’s funding of the Community Project represents only a portion of the
Foundation’s total annual grantmaking. The rest of the Foundation’s grantmaking is made via more
traditional methods that involve little or no community input.
23
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wealth management firm and attendance at several national philanthropy conferences, I
had learned about the range of conventional and unconventional investing and
grantmaking practices among private foundations. I had learned that the Stevens
Foundation, a client of the wealth management firm, was engaged in unconventional
practices, and I asked an executive at the firm to introduce me to the Foundation.
In April 2016 the firm executive introduced me via email to Scott Lee, the
executive director of the Stevens Foundation. Shortly after the email introduction, Scott
and I talked via video chat. Scott then introduced me to Isaac and Ingrid, two Foundation
staff involved in the Community Project. After a long phone call with Isaac and Ingrid
about my research interest in alternative forms of foundation-based philanthropy, Isaac
invited me to attend a community meeting related to the Community Project the
following week. Thus began my regular fieldwork trips to the Community Project and the
Stevens Foundation.
My access to the Stevens Foundation and, by extension, the Community Project
was undoubtedly facilitated by the “research intern” status that had been granted to me by
the wealth management firm. The firm’s willingness to introduce me to the Foundation’s
executive director and to vouch for my legitimacy as a researcher made it more likely that
the Foundation would take my research request more seriously. My educational
credentials and class background also seemed to play a role in my gaining access to the
Foundation. My status as a graduate student at the University of Pennsylvania, my
general knowledge and experience with investing practices, and my own family’s history
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of philanthropy created a sense of familiarity and shared knowledge between me and
Foundation staff and eventually also between me and members of the Stevens family.
DSchool. DSchool is a democratic school. During the year of my observations and
interviews, DSchool was nearing its tenth year of operation.24 Also referred to as free
schools or Sudbury schools, democratic schools are run by direct democracy, with
students and adults (referred to as “staff” rather than “teachers”) positioned as equals. At
DSchool there is no administrative hierarchy, no prescribed curriculum or explicit
instruction, and students are not organized into grades or classes. Each of the 7 staff
members and each of the approximately 90 students, ranging in age from 4 to 19 years
old, has an equal vote in all matters of substance, and students direct the form and content
of their own learning. DSchool’s student body is diverse: some students live in lowincome urban neighborhoods riddled with crime while others live in affluent suburbs,
from which their parents commute to jobs as lawyers, software engineers, and university
professors; more than half of the students identify as a member of a racial group other
than white; 60% of students receive enough financial aid to cover three-quarters of the
school’s relatively modest tuition rate; and a handful of students identify as either
transgender or as non-binary, neither male nor female.
Mirroring other democratic schools, DSchool is run through the following
structures: School Meeting, a weekly meeting in which students and staff make decisions
(one vote per person) related to the day-to-day operations of the school, including the
hiring of staff, who must be re-hired each year; Judicial Committee, referred to as “JC,” a
To protect the identity of DSchool, I am purposefully vague in reporting the school’s number of years of
operation.
24
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rotating multi-age group of students and a staff member that meets daily to hear
complaints, gather testimony, decide whether a school rule has been broken, and
determine consequences; and Assembly, a body composed of students, staff, parents,
board-of-trustee members, and elected community members that meets twice a year to
make decisions (again, one vote per person) about the school calendar, tuition, and
budget. This democratic model of schooling transforms the typical role-based hierarchy
within the institution of education, and it seeks to balance power equally among all
participants, whether adults or students.
I initially approached DSchool in May 2017 by emailing the school’s core staff. I
asked if they would be willing to meet to discuss their work with me and to hear about
my research, which I described as being about “attempts to share or distribute power in
ways that are counter to the usual dynamics within an institutional setting.” A staff
member, who happened to be a former acquaintance of mine, replied to my email and
offered to tour me around the school and hear about my research. Over the next five
months (which spanned the school’s summer break), I exchanged dozens of emails with
the school’s Visitor’s Clerk and Staffing Clerk, submitted to School Meeting written
responses to questions about my research and my expected role at the school, completed
a “trial week” at the school, and was eventually granted (through a vote at School
Meeting) two months of observation at the school. As those two months drew to a close, I
submitted a request to School Meeting to be granted research access to the school for the
duration of the 2017-2018 school year. School Meeting voted to grant me this access.
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Since decisions at DSchool are made by majority vote in School Meeting, it is
difficult to know for sure what contributed to my being granted initial access to the
school. My acquaintance with a staff member (who left DSchool shortly after I contacted
the school) likely eased my introduction to the school. I suspect that my having been a
teacher years ago at a school with a progressive education philosophy signaled to the staff
my experience in schools in general and in student-centered learning environments in
particular. As I spent time at DSchool during the “trial week” and then during the initial
two-month period granted by School Meeting, my willingness to help staff complete a
range of tasks and my willingness not to direct students but to be available as a friendly
adult presence likely influenced School Meeting’s vote to allow me continued access to
the school. During my time at the school, several staff members commented to me that
School Meeting had never before granted such long-term access to an outside visitor.
Data Collection
I collected data at both sites via participant-observation, semi-structured
interviews, and the collection of organizational documents. In addition to the participantobservation I describe below, I conducted 77 semi-structured interviews with staff and
community members involved in the Community Project and 24 semi-structured
interviews with staff and students at DSchool. All interviews were audio recorded and
transcribed. Additionally, I collected hundreds of organizational documents from each
site. These documents include organizational policies and procedures, meeting agendas,
and intra-organizational emails.
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The Community Project. Over the course of more than two and a half years (June
2016 – January 2019), I spent approximately 900 hours observing at the Community
Project and Stevens Foundation (see Table 4.1). I visited the Community Project every 46 weeks for a week or two at a time. I planned my visits to include both routine activities
of the Community Project and the Stevens Foundation and key meetings related to the
governance of the Community Project and the process of making it autonomous from the
Foundation.
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Table 4.1: Community Project Characteristics and Data Collection
Site Characteristics
Community-centered initiative created by a large private philanthropic foundation guaranteeing
approximately $20 million of funding over 10 years
Transitioned from being controlled by the foundation to being an independent non-profit organization
with a governing board composed on community members
Comprised of 6-8 interest-based coalitions of community members
o Interests include land use, transportation, food access, and education
o Hold at least monthly meetings that are open to the public
o Use their own processes of self-governance and consensus-based decision-making to determine
projects to fund
o Have 1-3 paid community member “leads” who are hired and supervised by coalition
participants
Data Sources
Observation
(~900 hours)

Details and Activities
Fieldwork visits of 1-2 weeks every 4-6 weeks
o June 2016 – January 2019
o Typical visit: 9-12 hours/day, Monday – Friday
Observed all facets of the Community Project, for example:
o Community Project board meetings and retreats; Stevens Foundation board
meetings; internal meetings of Community Project staff; meetings with
Community Project staff and Stevens Foundation staff; coalition meetings and
events; meals with Foundation staff, Community Project staff, and community
members; workshops; site visits; and downtime in the Community Project
office and Stevens Foundation

Interviews
(74)

Semi-structured, averaged 90 minutes in length

Organizational
Documents
(Hundreds)

Examples include the following:
o Policies and procedures of the Community Project, meeting agendas and
notes, organizational charts, job descriptions, coalition agreements
outlining purposes and procedures, and intra-organizational emails

Participants included the following:
o Stevens Foundation Staff, Community Project staff, coalition staff “leads,”
members of Community Project’s community board, community participants

During my fieldwork trips, I spent 9-12 hours each day at the Community Project
office or attending related events, meetings, and informal socializing—including internal
meetings of Community Project staff, meetings with Community Project staff and
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Stevens Foundation staff, meetings of the coalitions that comprise the Community
Project, meals with Foundation staff and with the community members employed as staff
for each of the coalitions, workshops, site visits, and downtime in the office. I jotted
notes in real time, and in some meetings, I was designated as the group’s note-taker and
so took extensive verbatim notes on my laptop. Often throughout and always at the end of
each day, I transcribed my handwritten notes into typed fieldnotes.
Individuals at the Stevens Foundation and at the Community Project were aware
of my role as a researcher and my interest in the Foundation’s process of transitioning
control over the Community Project from the Foundation to the community. I regularly
included this information when I introduced myself at meetings and events or when
meeting people while out and about with staff. During the early stages of the project, I
introduced myself as a PhD student interested in “how the Foundation and the
Community Project approach their work.” As time passed, people came to know who I
am and why I was there, and so I introduced myself less often. However, as I increasingly
focused my project on the sharing and redistribution of power, in the rare times when I
needed to introduce myself, I said I was interested in “organizational attempts to
redistribute power.” I did not notice any change in the behaviors of the Foundation staff,
the Community Project staff, or community members after I began characterizing my
research interest in this way.
My role at the Foundation was primarily as an observer, listening, watching, and
jotting notes. My role at the Community Project was more varied. At times I was asked to
be the designated notetaker, typing frantically on my laptop verbatim notes that would be
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distributed to meeting attendees. At other times I was a full-fledged participant expected,
for example, to participate in a personal story-telling exercise at a board retreat, to be an
extra member in a group if another person was needed for an activity, and to attend
birthday lunches for staff members. Community Project staff and Foundation staff
regularly offered to drive me to and from off-site meetings and events, and so I had an
opportunity to hear their musings and reactions to events and interactions. Community
members involved in the Community Project came to recognize me, and some routinely
asked about the progress of my research. During the time between my fieldwork trips, I
occasionally received emails from Community Project staff following up on something
we had discussed or sharing an update or piece of information with me.
DSchool. Over the course of an academic year (October 2017- June 2018), I spent
2-3 full school days per week at DSchool, attended the school’s monthly “open houses”
for prospective students and families, and attended other weeknight events hosted at the
school—resulting in approximately 450 hours of observation (see Table 4.2). I regularly
attended weekly School Meeting, sat-in on Judicial Committee hearings, and observed
meetings of the school’s co-ops, the groups that oversee the rules governing various
activities or domains within the school (for example, the Field Trip Co-op and the Arts
and Crafts Co-op).
I had no official role within the school. My position was somewhere between that
of a staff member and that of a volunteer. I was given access to information and
procedures often performed by staff, but since I did not have the responsibilities of staff
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members elected as Clerks or members of various committees, I had more time to spend
talking or playing with students and generally wandering around the school.
Table 4.2: DSchool Characteristics and Data Collection
Site Characteristics
Democratic school for students ages 4-19
Approximately 90 students and 7 staff members
Run by School Meeting
o Operates as a direct democracy, one vote per student and staff member
o Meets weekly to make decisions related to the day-to-day operations of the school, including
allocation of funds; hiring, firing, and evaluating staff; changes in school rules and
procedures; review of Judicial Committee decisions
o Has oversight of the Judicial Committee, a rotating multi-age group of students and a staff
member that meets daily to hear complaints, gather testimony, decide whether a school rule
has been broken, and determine consequences
Data Sources
ParticipantObservation
(~450 hours)

Details and Activities
Spent 2-3 full school days/week
o October 2017 – June 2018
o Visits lasted from 8:15am – 4 pm
Attended monthly “open house” events for prospective students, weeknight events
hosted at the school, and a day-long field trip to another democratic school
Observed and/or participated in all facets of DSchool, for example:
o Weekly School Meeting, daily Judicial Committee hearings, co-op
meetings, playing games with younger students, sitting and chatting with
older students, walking with students to nearby corner stores and cafes,
completing administrative tasks

Interviews
(24)

Semi-structured, averaged 60 minutes in length

Organizational
Documents
(Hundreds)

Examples include the following:
o School Meeting agendas and minutes, the school’s Law Book, the
Judicial Committee database, “write-ups” submitted to the Judicial
Committee, guidelines for various types of “certifications,” documents
outlining school policies and procedures, various internal and external
communications

Participants included the following:
o Staff (all 7)
o Students (17), ranging in age from 7 to 19 years old
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Despite having no official role within the school, I made it clear to the staff that I
wanted to be helpful to them. Therefore, I often helped staff complete whatever tasks
they felt they could delegate to me, within the bounds of the various Clerkship roles to
which they had been elected by School Meeting. These tasks included things like hanging
student artwork on the walls, researching prices for new art supplies, setting up tables for
an open house event, proofreading a newsletter or blog post, laminating signs to be
posted, or organizing a storage room. When completing these and other tasks, I was
nearly always among students since students may wander freely throughout the school.
Thus, I spent significant time chatting with students or playing games, such as Dungeons
and Dragons or a modified version of Twister, even as I engaged in other tasks.
All students were friendly to me and would answer questions if I asked them, but
some were more clearly interested in playing near me, talking with me, asking for my
help, or engaging me in games. On a typical day, one student may ask me to help them
complete a “write-up” for Judicial Committee, another may ask me to play Dungeons and
Dragons, several others may sit next to me while they eat their lunch, another may offer
to help me tape posters to the wall, a teen may sit next to me on a couch and chat, and a
group of younger students may ask me to hold them by their arms and swing them in
circles through the air. Like the DSchool staff, I had no authority over students, and so
they would curse and fight and disagree and quarrel in my presence—just as they would
in the presence of DSchool staff. They also knew I was not a member of School Meeting,
which meant my right to complete JC write-ups was unclear, and so teens sometimes

111
offered to submit a concern to JC on my behalf—for example, when a “food mess” was
left in the art room, the area whose cleanup crew I was assigned to.
To record my observations, throughout the day I typed brief notes into my phone
or directly into my laptop. In order not to disrupt the flow of activity, I tried to take notes
as discreetly as possible. This effort was made less difficult since the use of electronic
devices is ubiquitous throughout the school, and so tapping on a phone or laptop was not
unusual. I used the notes I had taken throughout the day as the basis for more extensive
fieldnotes that I wrote at the end of each day and for nearly an entire day following each
day of fieldwork.
Since School Meeting had multiple discussions and votes leading up to my
presence at the school, staff and students were aware of my role as a researcher at the
school. In my initial request to observe at the school and later when the topic of my
research came up in conversation with students or staff, I described my project as being
about “attempts to share or redistribute power.” Although younger students were aware
of my status as a researcher, they seemed to have only a vague idea what this meant, and
they often lapsed into treating me as staff member when, for example, they wanted to go
off campus and were required (per the rules set by School Meeting) to tell a staff member
they were leaving. When I reminded them that I wasn’t a staff member, they often replied
with a quick “Oh, right, right!” or a grin and “But you should be!” before running off to
find a staff member. Older students sometimes asked about my project or about graduate
school in general.
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Data Analysis
Throughout data collection, I engaged in an iterative process of data analysis. As
patterns emerged in the data, I looked for both supporting and disconfirming evidence of
those patterns in subsequent observations and interviews. I wrote analytic memos in
which I tracked themes in the data, noted unexpected events or interactions, and
considered the relationship between my data and existing research on power. In
identifying these themes, I was attentive to the following elements of organization
delineated by Rye (2015) for the study of power within organizations: competing and
cooperating individuals; formal and informal rules; administration and hierarchy; cultural
norms and practices; and strategies, techniques, and technologies. I paid particular
attention to interactions that involved actors in different organizational roles—for
example, students and staff at DSchool, and community members and Foundation,
Community Project, or coalition staff at the Community Project. Whenever possible, I
triangulated data of multiple types and from multiple sources in order to cross-check
patterns and individuals’ recounting of events.
Among the themes that emerged early in the data were staff members’ attempts to
deflect authority, minimize their influence, emphasize accountability to collectively
created rules and procedures, and facilitate the participation of community members and
students in organizational governance processes. Using software for qualitative data
analysis, I identified and coded incidents in my fieldnotes that are related to these themes.
Upon closer analysis of these incidents, it became clear that these types of interactions
were embedded in or evoked other institutionalized, power-balancing elements within
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each organization. I then examined these incidents through the lens of Hayward’s (1998)
conceptualization of power and power relations. This examination illuminated important
differences in interactions that took place at each of my sites—which I delineate in the
typology I present in Figure 4.1 below.
POWER PLAYS: SYMMETRIZING AND ENCOMPASSING ENCOUNTERS
At both DSchool and the Community Project, interactions between and among
staff and participants play a crucial role in the organizations’ efforts to balance power.25
Drawing on Hayward’s (1998) understanding of power as a network of social boundaries
that constrain and enable action, and using the related conceptualization of a power
relation as a relationship in which one actor is positioned to act upon the boundaries that
shape the field of action of another actor, my analysis illuminates four types of powerrelated encounters (see Figure 4.1).
Figure 4.1: Types of Encounters Based on Power-Shifting Dynamic
“Powerful” Actors

“Powerless”
Actors

Constrained

Enabled

Enabled

Symmetrizing
Encounter

Encompassing
Encounter

Constrained

Constricting
Encounter

Asymmetrizing
Encounter

I use “staff” throughout the text as a shorthand to refer to individuals who are conventionally “powerful”
due to their occupying a position of conventional, role-based authority within each organization: staff at the
Stevens Foundation, central-office staff and coalition staff at the Community Project, and staff at DSchool.
I use “participants” as a shorthand to refer to individuals who occupy positions of conventional
“powerlessness” within each organization—namely, community members and students.
25
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Encounters in the top row of Figure 4.1—symmetrizing encounters and
encompassing encounters—facilitate the redistribution of power across a power relation.
In symmetrizing encounters, the capacity of the conventionally powerful to act upon the
boundaries limiting their own or others’ actions is constrained or contracted while that of
the conventionally powerless is enabled or expanded. In symmetrizing encounters, a
conventional power imbalance is minimized or erased.
Like symmetrizing encounters, encompassing encounters also facilitate the
balance of a power relation. Instead of bringing into closer alignment differences in the
capacities of the powerful and the powerless to act on social boundaries that delimit
action, encompassing encounters emphasize the existence of a shared social boundary.
This type of encounter highlights sets of collectively created rules and procedures that
enable and constrain the capacity of all actors to act upon and within those shared
boundaries.
In contrast to these two types of power-concentrating encounters, encounters in
the bottom row of Figure 4.1—constricting encounters and asymmetrizing encounters—
facilitate the maintenance of an imbalanced power relation. Asymmetrizing encounters
are interactions in which the capacity of the conventionally powerful to act upon the
boundaries limiting their own or others’ actions is enabled or expanded while that of the
conventionally powerless is constrained or contracted. In asymmetrizing encounters, a
conventional power imbalance is exacerbated.
Like asymmetrizing encounters, constricting encounters also facilitate the
imbalance of a power relation. In constricting encounters, actors constrict the fields of
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action available to both the relatively powerful and the powerless by explicitly invoking
external norms, rules, or procedures. While not exacerbating an existing power
imbalance, constricting encounters nevertheless maintain an unbalanced power relation
by supporting and reinforcing the existing limits placed on actors within a power relation.
Though the language of my typology has not been used, it is these two types of
encounters—asymmetrizing and constricting—that have been the focus of existing
research on power and interaction (see Schwalbe et al. 2000 for a review). For example,
interactional processes such as othering and boundary maintenance would fall into one of
these two types of encounters, depending on the particular dynamics of an interaction.
All four types of encounters took place at DSchool and the Community Project.
Based on the confluence of interactional dynamics, organizational structures, and cultural
discourses at play in a given situation, the organizations’ attempts to shift power relations
were more or less successful. In some ways and at sometimes, power relations were
successfully shifted, and power was effectively balanced among participants within each
organization. But in other ways and at other times, power relations instead congealed into
conventional imbalances between teachers and students, adults and children, grantors and
grantees, staff and participants.
Since existing research has focused on processes that concentrate power, what I
categorize as asymmetrizing and constricting encounters, here I focus on interactional
processes that we know less about, processes that redistribute power. In the sections
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below, I focus on symmetrizing and encompassing encounters that facilitated the
balancing of power at DSchool and the Community Project.26
SYMMETRIZING ENCOUNTERS: “OWN IT! CHANGE IT!”
Symmetrizing encounters are common in the everyday, unremarkable interactions
between staff and participants at DSchool and the Community Project. By using hedging
language when making suggestions, by declining to weigh-in on decisions, and by urging
participants to “take ownership” of the organization, staff routinely contract the
boundaries delimiting their own legitimate action and expand those boundaries for
participants. These symmetrizing encounters most often take place in moments when
staff deflect authority or attempt to minimize their own influence.
Symmetrizing Encounters: Deflecting Authority
For students coming to DSchool after attending a conventional school or being in
a setting in which adults are the ultimate authorities, the role of DSchool staff takes some
getting used to. Students new to the school often approach staff as if they have the type of
authority granted to teachers and administrators in conventional schools, or to adults
more broadly. Interactions between new students and staff often highlight the clash
between the students’ assumptions about staff members’ authority and staff members’
own understanding and enactment of their role.

26

I leave for a future paper the examination of asymmetrizing and constricting encounters, both of which
took place within each of the organizations and which served as barriers to the organizations’ efforts to
balance power across institutional roles.
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For example, unlike the restrictions placed on students’ comings and goings in a
conventional school, at DSchool students may arrive anytime between the hours of
8:30am and 10:15am, and they may go off campus during the day. A computer in the
school’s entryway is used to record students’ arrival and departure times and, thus, their
compliance with the state-mandated minimum hours of school attendance. Each morning
when students arrive at school, they are to sign themselves in for the day by clicking the
box next to their name displayed on the computer screen, and each afternoon they use the
same procedure to sign themselves out. Regardless of their age, students may leave
campus during the school day if their parent/guardian has given them permission and if
they tell a staff member they are leaving. They must simply write their name and the time
on a paper sign-out sheet that sits on a desk in the entryway. Upon returning, each student
writes their return time next to their name.
None of these arrivals or departures requires permission from or monitoring by a
staff member. This lesson was made clear to Ike, a 6-year-old student new to DSchool,
when he wanted to play on the sidewalk in front of the school with two of his friends:
As Simon [staff] and I are cleaning out and organizing what he and several of the
other staff members call the Room of Requirement (a Harry Potter reference
Simon had to explain to me), I hear a young student, whom I think is Ike, talking
with Kai [staff] in the entryway. The student asks, “Kai, can I go outside?” Kai
says matter-of-factly, “I don’t know. Can you? What do your parents say about
that?” The student replies, “They say I can. As long as I stay on the sidewalk.”
Kai replies in the same matter-of-fact tone, “Okay. Then all you have to say is,
‘Kai, I’m going outside with these people.’” The student replies, “Kai, I’m going
outside with Ethan and Pete.” A moment later I hear the muffled sound and then
the click of the front door opening and closing. (Fieldnotes)
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Kai’s response to Ike was typical of DSchool staff when students looked to them to ask
permission or otherwise treated them as authority figures: instead of giving or
withholding permission, Kai made it clear to Ike that it is not Kai, as a staff member, who
controls the bounds of Ike’s action. Instead it is School Meeting that sets the rules and
procedures that Ike and all other students and staff members must follow—in this case,
the rule that parents decide whether their child may leave the school building during the
school day, and the rule that students and staff must tell a staff member before they leave
the building.27
Authority-deflecting interactions related to arrivals and departures from the
school building also involved older DSchool students, such as Kyle, a teen new to the
school. On a balmy fall morning, Kyle and Simon had the following exchange:
As Kyle walks through the door, the entryway is filled with the rap song playing
on his phone…Kyle walks around the entryway desk and to the sign-in computer.
As Kyle’s scrolling to find his name, Simon walks into the entryway. “Am I on
time today?” Kyle asks Simon in a hopeful tone. “I don’t know. What time is it?”
Simon asks, continuing his path through the entryway. Kyle pulls his phone from
his pocket, looks at it, and holds it in the air as he says, “Ten-fifteen.” “Did you
sign in?” Simon asks, still barely glancing at Kyle as he talks. “Yeah. So I’m on
time?” Kyle asks in the same hopeful tone. “If it’s 10:15, I don’t know what
you’re asking me,” Simon says impatiently. (Fieldnotes)
Like Kai’s rebuffing of Ike’s asking for permission, in this interaction Simon refused to
be the arbiter of Kyle’s potential tardiness. Simon made it clear to Kyle that if he had

At DSchool parents’ permission regarding their child’s going off campus is not formally documented
anywhere. Staff trust that students will accurately convey their parents’ giving or withholding of permission
and any accompanying conditions the parent has set, such as only allowing a student to go off campus if
accompanied by a staff member, by a teen, or by a particular student. This lack of formal documentation
and trust in students’ honesty and candor is, in itself, also a manifestation of a shift in the conventional
power relation between teachers and students and, more broadly, between adults and children.
27
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signed-in on the computer, and if it was in fact 10:15am, these facts—not Simon’s
judgement—are what determine whether Kyle is on time. In this way, Simon deflected
any authoritarian role and instead emphasized accountability to the school’s collectively
created rules and procedures—here, the rule that students and staff must sign in on the
entryway computer, which determines each individual’s official arrival and departure
times.
Staff at the Community Project also often deflected authority when interacting
with participants. They did so both verbally and non-verbally. These efforts were
particularly salient when the Stevens Foundation staff were heavily involved in the early
stages of the Community Project, before it became an independent organization. When
Foundation staff attended meetings involving community members, even if the staff were
facilitating the meeting, they sat dispersed throughout the group rather than at the front of
the room or together as a united front. When community participants asked questions
about the direction of the Community Project or whether a coalition could decide to make
this decision rather than that decision, Isaac, a Foundation staff member who served as
the initial director of the Community Project, became known for shrugging, lifting his
arms out to his sides and saying cheerfully, “It’s up to you!” For example, when in a
meeting of community members tasked with creating a process for developing a
community-based board for the Project, Isaac, speaking on behalf of the Foundation, told
the group in a matter-of-fact tone, “We’re not going tell you what we think it ought to
look like. We want you to contribute to the thinking about what it might look like to
create a body to move this thing forward.”
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Months later, when a “transitional board” had been created and populated by
community members selected by each coalition, Isaac emphasized the same hands-off
role of the Foundation. The transitional board met for a two-day retreat to kick off the
year they would spend meeting monthly to develop the bylaws and processes for the
Project’s community board. One of their first tasks at the retreat was to read and discuss
the Community Project’s mission statement, which had been drafted by Foundation staff.
After Ed, a member of the transitional board, read the mission statement aloud from a
slide projected at the front of the room, several community members expressed concerns
about the statement. “It sticks out to me—why is it ‘identify’ and not ‘address’?” asked
Ila, referring to the stated goal of “identifying” social and environmental challenges in the
region. Cocking her head and nodding, Laura, another community member, said in a
reflective tone, “Yeah, it’s like, what’s the next step? Is our goal just to identify and not
to address issues?” Nodding vigorously, Eileen leaned forward and said, “I agree. I feel
like, when was this developed? Maybe a long time ago.” Isaac, who had been listening to
this exchange, thrust his arms up and declared, “Change it!” He leaned forward and
continued in an impassioned tone, “This transition which you guys are in is a transition
from a funder to a community. So the things you’re pointing out are right on spot. So,
that’s why you’re here. Own it! Change it!”
In this exchange, Isaac encouraged Eileen and the other fifteen community
members sitting around the table to “own” the Community Project and to change its
mission as they saw fit. In noting the “transition from a funder to a community,” Isaac
implicitly rejected any authority that the Stevens Foundation, as the Community Project’s

121
funder, may have over the direction of the organization. He thereby constrained the
legitimate role of the Foundation and its staff in relation to the Community Project while
expanding the scope of legitimate action of the community members who participate in
the Project.
Symmetrizing Encounters: Minimizing Influence
In addition to authority-deflecting interactions, staff at both DSchool and the
Community Project actively monitored and attempted to minimize their influence over
community members and students. DSchool staff members’ interactions with students
often involved careful avoidance of exerting too heavy a hand. When asking for students’
help with a task, staff often began their question with, “Would you be willing to” or
“Would anyone mind if.” “Is anyone willing to go down to the basement and tell people
School Meeting is about to start?” and “Would anyone be willing to take notes on the
chalkboards?” were common questions asked by staff at the beginning of School
Meeting. Clearly interpreting these as genuine questions about their willingness to
perform a task rather than as veiled commands they are expected to obey, students often
declined with a shake of their head or a frown before turning to continue to chat with a
friend or each a sandwich as they waited for School Meeting to begin.
In other attempts to minimize their potential influence over students, DSchool
staff avoided evaluating the fitness of concerns that young students wanted to bring to JC.
They instead helped students write up their JC concern even if the staff member did not
think the matter involved the breaking of a school rule or even if, as below, the staff
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member believed the students’ recommended sentence was inappropriate for the
infraction committed:
When I return to the common room after taking a lap through the building, Kate,
Nikky, and Fiona, who are each 5 or 6 years old and not yet able to write, are
standing next to Nina [staff]. As the three girls talk, Nina is transcribing the girls’
words on a JC concern form…I gather from the last bits of the girls’ story that Ike
(6 years old) was running in the second-floor hallway, which is against the nonrambunctious-play rules for the second floor. Nina hands the completed form to
Nikky. Nikky looks at it and asks, “Did you put that we recommend a stay-away
order?” “Yep, it’s right there,” Nina says pointing to the “SAO” she had written
next to the question asking if the person/people bringing the concern have a
“recommended sentence.” As Nikky walks toward the hallway to deposit the form
in its designated bin, Nina looks at me and shrugs before calling over her shoulder
to the girls, “JC can decide if they think a stay-away order makes sense.” Then
she turns back to me and grins and says, “They just don’t want Ike around them,
and they want to get that legislated.” I grin back, knowing that JC is unlikely to
sentence Ike with a stay-order because he was running down the hallway.
(Fieldnotes)
When I was faced with writing up young students’ JC concerns that seemed to me not to
be suitable for JC—one such concern was “Nikky keeps telling me to eat downstairs.”—
the refrain from staff was always, “Write it up. Let JC decide.”
This line of action took the adjudicating role away from the adult being asked to
help with the write-up and placed it onto the JC panel, which is composed each day of
three students and a staff member. By the adults not filtering or editing which concerns
were brought to JC (or which sentences were recommended), students learned that they
are accountable to the school’s democratic procedures and collectively created rules
rather than to any single person’s interpretation of those rules. Furthermore, when staff
neither filtered nor edited the JC write-ups of young students, students not yet able to
write or not yet fully grasping the school’s myriad rules were nevertheless able to access
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the school’s system for enforcing rules and holding students accountable for their actions.
Routine, influence-minimizing interactions such as these were symmetrizing encounters
that simultaneously constrained staff members’ capacity to shape the field of action for
students while expanding students’ capacity to act within and upon the social boundaries
to action.
Community Project staff also often sought to minimize their own influence and
that of the Stevens family on the direction of the Project and the activities of the
coalitions. As a Foundation staff member put it, one of the roles of the Foundation staff
during the early years of the Community Project, before it became an independent
nonprofit organization, was to “shield” the Foundation from the “messiness” of the
Community Project so the Stevens family would not “swoop in” to “save” the Project.
In addition to shielding the Stevens family from the “messiness” and occasional
unrest within the coalitions, at meetings with members of the Stevens family, Foundation
staff often engaged in interactions meant to prevent the Stevens family from imposing
their own priorities and visions on the Project’s community-based work. In a meeting of
the Stevens Foundation board, when a member of the Stevens family commented that he
would like to see a line-by-line budget for one of the coalitions and then asked who has
“oversight” of the coalitions’ projects, Isaac, a Foundation staff member said in a calm,
measured tone:
I think that what we need to resist constantly is for us to intervene and for us to
say, ‘Do it this way.’ Although we want to all the time. The process of
development is the development of these people, who have not worked together
before, to create their own sense of responsibility, leadership, reporting back,
etcetera so that these decisions aren’t made in a vacuum, [but] no one is telling
them to do this—[so that] these are consensus decisions. (Fieldnotes)
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Isaac’s comment came a day after several Stevens family member had expressed concern
about what they saw as one coalition’s excessive focus on issues related to racial equity
and diversity at the expense of “solutions” and “the most effective way to get to the
objective.” “Do you think it ever gets in the way? Do you think it ever clouds the end
vision of these organizations?” one Stevens family member had asked about the
coalition’s focus on racial equity and its use of a significant portion of its Foundationprovided funds to send its coalition members to anti-racism trainings. He continued, “I
understand that the belief is that [the Community Project] is a bottom-up organization.
But how do we keep their conversations moving forward where we aren’t just paying for
them to talk about how they are different, but instead paying for them to convene and get
to a solution?”
Isaac addressed these comments by reminding the Foundation board members of
their limited role in the Community Project:
If a coalition—and I don’t think this would be the case—if in five years there is a
whole bunch of these equity workshops coming, our job is really to look at if that
process has really been vetted [by the community members in the coalition]. If
that’s their priority and their way of moving their agenda in their way, then we
have to honor it….It’s the process that we are engaged in….It’s a movement of
people coming together in different forms beginning to shape a vision of this
region for themselves….It’s the self-development and trust that they will come to
the best conclusions possible. (Fieldnotes)

Spencer Stevens, the chair of the Foundation board, nodded and added in a reflective
tone:
I would like to add to that. What we are trying to do here is help other people
learn to do something we barely know how to do ourselves: learning how to trust
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that the answer is in the community and to allow a collaborative process to go
forward where they are empowered. (Fieldnotes)

Spencer continued in the same patient, thoughtful tone:
It’s not always about judging what’s going on, but instead it may be more like
being a referee. We are trying to honor the group and the intelligence of the
group…Sort of suspending your disbelief is part of the process of having faith in
the community. (Fieldnotes)

Here Isaac encouraged the Stevens family not to intervene and not to direct the activities
of the coalitions even if members of the Stevens family disagreed with the direction a
coalition was taking or the outcome of a coalition’s consensus- based budgeting process.
Isaac and Spencer Stevens reminded the members of the Stevens family that these
decisions are not theirs or the Foundation’s to make, that their role is to “empower” the
community, to “trust that the answer is in the community,” and to be “referees,” making
sure that the coalitions’ decisions have been “vetted” by the community members through
their self-designed, consensus-based process. These comments severely limit the actions
that the Foundation may legitimately take to control to Community Project and its
participants, and they expand the expected role played by community participants.
In symmetrizing encounters such as these, staff at the Community Project and
DSchool drew clear boundaries defining their own relatively limited role. These
encounters constrained the legitimate action of staff. Sometimes this constraining
involved inaction, staff taking a passive role—“Let JC decide,” DSchool staff would say,
and “It’s up to you!” Isaac often told community members. At other times, symmetrizing
encounters involved staffs’ playing a more active role in their own (or the Foundation’s)
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constraint, such as when the Foundation staff shielded the Foundation board from the
messy details of the Community Project in order to prevent them from intervening and
nullifying the Project’s community-based decision-making processes.
As these encounters contracted the limits of acceptable action of staff (and
members of the Stevens family), they expanded those of students and community
participants. Isaac’s urging community members, “Own it! Change it!” and Kai’s
explaining to the young student Ike, “All you have to say is, ‘Kai, I’m going outside with
these people” communicated expectations about participants’ relatively expansive roles
within the organizations. As a result, these interactions were symmetrizing encounters
that facilitated the redistribution of power among staff and participants.
However, as I will argue below, the sustained power-balancing potential of these
symmetrizing encounters—and the encompassing encounters I discuss below—was
dependent on their being embedded in power-symmetrizing organizational structures and
procedures, such as DSchool’s School Meeting and Judicial Committee, and the
Community Project’s various community-based governance structures. Additionally,
alongside these structures were cultural tropes that limited the legitimate role of the
otherwise powerful staff and expanded the set of valued characteristics of participants. (I
discuss these elements in the “Institutional Embeddedness” section below.) Due to their
being anchored in power-balancing cultural tropes and organizational structures,
symmetrizing encounters were more than fleeting moments of power balancing at each
site. Instead, they drew on and supported institutional elements aimed at sustaining a
redistribution of power within each organization.
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ENCOMPASSING ENCOUNTERS: “SCHOOL MEETING IS IN CHARGE.”
Like symmetrizing encounters, encompassing encounters facilitated the balancing
of power relations at DSchool and the Community Project. In encompassing encounters,
actors invoke shared social boundaries that define what is possible for one’s self and for
others. These boundaries encompass all—whether staff, students, or community
participants—within shared limits that constrain and enable what is considered legitimate
action. Encompassing encounters at both DSchool and the Community Project most often
involved either actors’ emphasizing the accountability of all to a single set of collectively
created rules, or actors’ facilitation of others’ participation in organizational governance
and decision-making processes.28
Encompassing Encounters: Emphasizing Accountability to Collectively Created
Rules
At DSchool, all students and staff are subject to the same set of rules, which are
documented in the school’s Law Book, an electronic document that remains open on the
screen of a computer stationed in the school’s main hallway. Any member of School
Meeting—a term used to refer to both the weekly meeting itself and the body of students
and staff who are its voting members—may bring a motion to School Meeting to add,
modify, or delete a rule. The motion will be discussed and voted on by School Meeting
and, if passed, the new or modified rule will be documented by the elected Law Clerk in
28

In practice, at times symmetrizing encounters and encompassing encounters may be nearly
indistinguishable from one another. Here I distinguish between the two as ideal types based on whether the
salient feature in the interaction is either the limiting of the conventionally powerful actor’s action
(symmetrizing encounters) or the highlighting of shared boundaries (encompassing encounters).
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the Law Book. It then becomes the collective task of all members of School Meeting to
hold each other accountable to these rules by “writing up” incidents when they believe a
rule has been broken. Based on these write-ups, the Judicial Committee meets daily to
hear each case, gather testimony from others involved in the incident, determine the facts
of the case, and dole out consequences.29
At DSchool, encompassing encounters centered on the school’s set of rules. In
daily interactions, students and staff often reminded themselves and each other that they
are subject to the same set of rules. These interactions often involved JC write-ups.
Students wrote up other students. Students wrote up staff. Staff wrote up students, and
staff sometimes wrote up each other. Additionally, students and staff openly and
voluntarily subjected themselves to these rules and their enforcement by JC: both
students and staff sometimes wrote themselves up.
For example, one afternoon Meredith, a staff member, gave three young students
latex gloves from the school’s first aid kit. The girls immediately filled the gloves with
water. “Look at our turkeys!” one of them exclaimed as she held her clear glove now
wobbling with water. Another girl bounced her water-filled glove on her hand and made
gobbling noises as the third girl took a sip of chalky-looking water from her over-filled
glove. Seconds later the three girls raced down the hall as they shouted gleefully, “Go,
turkeys, go!” and held their water-filled gloves bunched at the wrist so as not to spill the
29

Despite the legalistic and somewhat punitive language that students and staff use in reference to the
Judicial Committee’s procedures (e.g., “cases,” “defendants,” and “sentences”), being a defendant before
JC is not stigmatized, and JC sentences are meant to remind students of a particular rule rather than to
punish them for breaking that rule. For example, a common sentence for students who forgot to sign
themselves in when they arrived at school in the morning was to stand at the entryway for 10 minutes the
following morning and remind other students to sign themselves in.

129
water. A few minutes later, still holding their water-filled gloves, only one of which had
been tied in a knot at the wrist, the three girls crossed paths with Meredith, who was
standing beside a bin of blank JC write-up forms. One of the girls asked Meredith to tie a
knot in her “turkey.” As Meredith tied the knot, she looked down at the girl and said
matter-of-factly, “By the way, I’m writing myself up for this.” “Why?” the girl asked as
she took her now-tied water-filled glove from Meredith. “Because I let you guys use
school property for the wrong reason. Those should be used for medical reasons,”
Meredith explained as she took a blank JC write-up form from the bin. “Are you writing
us up?” the girl asked in a curious tone. “Probably not because I don’t see messes,”
Meredith responded with a shrug as she began to fill out the write-up form. When a JC
panel heard the case a few days later, after questioning Meredith and the three girls, the
panel determined that, since the girls had misleadingly told Meredith that they needed the
gloves to clean up a mess, Meredith had not broken the rule meant to prevent the misuse
of school property. Thus, JC dropped the case.
Despite the case against Meredith being dropped by JC, the many moments such
as this one when DSchool staff wrote themselves up for breaking school rules highlighted
the fact that the actions of staff and students were constrained and enabled by the same
set of rules. Encompassing encounters such as these emphasized the accountability of all
actors to the same set of rules, to a shared boundary delimiting the actions of everyone
within the school.
The assumption of shared boundaries for action undergirds a statement commonly
heard at DSchool: “We don’t assume competency based on age.” As Kai, a staff member
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told prospective students and parents at a monthly open house, “We don’t assume
competency based on age, and certification is how students show competency.” Instead
of assuming that staff or older students, by virtue of their age alone, are competent to do
things like use basic art supplies, eat while sitting on a couch, or chew gum and properly
dispose of it—while younger students, also by virtue of their age, are not competent to do
these things—DSchool relies on certification processes. Before using school property that
is messy, expensive, or dangerous, students and staff must be certified. The process and
levels of certification for the use of items such as art supplies, computers, musical
instruments, Nerf guns, and the school’s pool table are set by the school’s various “coops,” groups of students and staff who are interested in that particular activity—for
example, the Arts and Crafts Co-op, the Music Co-op, and the Kitchen Co-op. Each coop sets its own certification rules, which must be approved by a vote in School Meeting.
Regardless of age or status as a staff member or a student, anyone who has
undergone the required certification process for activities requiring certification is
allowed to pursue these activities. Due to variations in staff members’ and students’
interest in different activities, students may be certified for activities for which staff are
not. For example, during my year at DSchool, most staff members were not certified to
use any of the school’s art supplies—not even crayons—whereas many students were
certified at the highest Arts and Crafts Co-op level and so were permitted to do such
activities as use paint, sculpt with clay, and sew. During my first few weeks at DSchool,
until I obtained the relevant certifications, I could not, without fear of being written up,
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heat my lunch in the microwave, use any art or cleaning supplies, or eat while standing
on a rug or sitting on a piece of furniture.
The certification processes that result from DSchool’s commitment not to assume
competency based on age are the basis for many encompassing encounters at the school.
The shared limits to action that encompass all actors within the school, whether staff or
students, were made clear to me on my first day at DSchool when I asked Simon, a staff
member, if I could carry my travel mug of coffee around the building:
I pass Simon in the hallway as he’s covering the bottom of a wall grate with black
tape. “Can I carry my coffee around?” I ask, unsure of the rules about drinks
throughout the school. Unrolling the tape as he drags it across the grate, Simon
glances at me and says he’s not sure. He tells me I can check the Law Book on the
computer that’s upstairs in the hallway. “Just type in ‘coffee,’” he tells me, and it
will pull up all the rules related to coffee….I head upstairs and find a group of
four or five teenagers sitting on a couch in the hallway. “Hey, guys. What are the
rules about having coffee around school?” I ask. A boy with his hair pulled back
in a tight bun and stubble on his chin grins and says, “You have to give it to me.”
There’s a glint in his eye as I tilt my head and reply with a disbelieving, “Uh
huh.” (I learn later that this is Oscar.) A girl sitting at the end of the couch shakes
her head. “No, no, that’s not true,” she says. “It depends on if you’re certified or
not,” she begins. The boy with the stubble nods and says unless you’re “certified,”
you can’t drink anything while on a couch or rug. Someone else adds that the
drink needs to be covered. I listen and nod. “But you should still give it to me,”
the boy with the stubble says jokingly with an emphatic nod and grin. “I’ll keep
that in mind,” I say with a laugh.
I walk down the hall and stop at a computer that sits on a shelf amidst binders and
folders filled with JC records and other school-related documents. I type “coffee”
into the search field of the electronic Law Book document displayed on the
computer screen. Two entries come up: one about the coffee pot only being used
for its intended purpose to make coffee, and the other about the Coffee Co-op,
which is currently being formed. Simon walks by and asks what I’ve learned. I
nod toward the screen and tell him that the coffee pot can only be used for its
intended purpose. Simon laughs and nods several times. “Yeah, yeah,” he begins,
and then goes on to explain how that rule came about because he wanted to make
some coffee, but a student was using the coffee pot to carry crayons, and when
Simon asked the student for the pot, the student wouldn’t give it to him because
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he said that he was using it. Simon tells me that he ended up going to School
Meeting and proposing the rule about the use of the coffee pot. (Fieldnotes)

As encompassing encounters, routine interactions like these highlighted the
shared sets of rules and expectations for everyone at DSchool. They also reminded
students and staff of the structures within the school that support and are supported by
these types of power-balancing interactions. “School Meeting is in charge,” I heard
repeatedly in the halls, when students and staff spoke with prospective students and their
parents at open house nights, and when I asked in interviews who was in charge at the
school. Encompassing encounters served as reminders of this fact—a reminder that it is
School Meeting and its collectively created rules that determine the boundaries delimiting
the action of all, and that all students and staff members are in a position, as voting
members of School Meeting, to shape these rules. Therefore, within the social world of
DSchool, a staff member’s desire to use a coffee pot to brew coffee does not
automatically trump a student’s use of that pot to carry crayons—unless and until a
relevant rule is proposed and passed by School Meeting. Though the use of the coffee pot
represents a relatively insignificant matter, the fact that the nature of its use by a teacher
or a student for brewing coffee or carrying crayons is up for deliberation and a
democratic vote represents a radical shift from the top-down, hierarchical nature of
teacher/student relations as they have been institutionalized in mainstream schooling in
the United States.
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Encompassing Encounters: Facilitating Participation in Governance Processes
At the Community Project, there is no weekly School Meeting composed of all
actors within the organization and run by direct democracy, and there is no Law Book
detailing the rules by which all actors in the organization are bound. Encompassing
encounters at the Community Project instead center on eliminating potential barriers to
community members’ participation in coalition meetings, in the development of projects,
and in the consensus-based decisions related to the funding of those projects. This type of
encounter at the Community Project emphasized the full participation of all community
members, regardless of characteristics that might otherwise be a deterrent to
participation—such as minimal prior experience interfacing with formal organizations,
low levels of formal education, limited fluency reading English, or childcare
responsibilities.
During the early years of the Community Project, when Foundation staff were
working directly with coalitions, the primary role of Foundation staff was to push and
prod each coalition to develop and implement participatory structures and consensusbased processes and to institutionalize those structures in the form of “working
agreements” and “pledges” that documented each coalition’s structures and procedures.
With these participatory structures in place, encompassing encounters at the Community
project most often involved efforts to eliminate barriers to participation so that
community members from all walks of life are able to participate in the coalitions and so
have a voice and a vote in their activities and the use of their funds within the
community.
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Beneath efforts to facilitate participation from a broad swath of community
members is the often-expressed valuing of “lived experience.” Seen as equally or even
more valuable than academic training or other formal credentials, lived experience—for
example, as a farmer, as an immigrant, as someone who has experienced food insecurity
or homelessness—was something that Foundation staff, coalition staff, and community
members discussed as an important base of knowledge for individuals involved in the
coalitions. When a group of community members met to discuss the characteristics that
would be considered when selecting members for the Community Project’s governing
board, the group agreed that having what several individuals referred to as “subject
matter experts” was important. As the conversation continued, it became clear that these
community members did not count as subject matter experts only individuals with formal
training in finance, law, city planning, or fundraising. “This expertise should include
lived experience, not just knowledge from formal education,” a community member
declared, to which the others in the room nodded in agreement.
More than a year later, in addition to his other valuable skills and experiences,
lived experience as a farmer is what Benedict brought when he was selected as a member
of the Community Project’s community board. As someone whose native language is not
English, Benedict was often involved in interactions that eliminated barriers to his
participation in the organization. For example, Benedict and Katherine, the director of the
Community Project, met monthly, often at the farm owned and run by Benedict and his
wife, to debrief the previous month’s board meeting and to preview the topics to be
covered in the upcoming board meeting:
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It is in the low-90s and the sun is beating down on the rows of flowers,
vegetables, and herbs running into the distance from where Katherine and I sit at a
wooden picnic table under a metal-and-canvas shade. Katherine tells me that
Benedict missed last month’s meeting since he unexpectedly needed an extra pair
of hands—his—in the fields that day. Katherine shakes her head and says in an
earnest tone that this is an issue that they will need to take into account when
community board members have different types of work, whether they are
farmers or service workers or shift workers.…Sounding earnest and thoughtful,
Katherine says these types of differences need to be taken into account if the
community board is going to include members with work that is not necessarily
predictable, 9-to-5 professional work, that otherwise participation on the
community board will remain an option only for people with predictable and
stable work hours and so in relatively professional jobs.
As Katherine finishes talking, a truck drives in from a field. A few seconds later
Benedict, wearing a faded cowboy hat, dusty leather work boots, jeans dusted
with dirt, and a dark gray t-shirt, walks around the side of the barn. With a
mischievous grin on his tanned face, Benedict asks, “You want a drink or some
ice cream?” A few minutes later, the three of us are back at the picnic table trying
to eat our coconut and mango popsicles before they melt. For the next hour, with
her laptop open on the table in front of her, Katherine talks through the 11-page
meeting document she had emailed to the community board members a few days
ago. Benedict nods and smiles, makes a few brief comments, and asks a couple of
questions: “Oh, yes, the numbers,” and “Yes, very important,” Benedict says.
Katherine’s tone is patient, and she is thorough in her review of the meeting
minutes from the July meeting and the topics to be covered in the upcoming
August meeting. Three times Katherine encourages Benedict to feel free to come
to her with any questions he might have during or after this month’s meeting. As
the conversation wraps up, Benedict thanks Katherine for taking the time to
review all of this information. Then he flashes an impish grin and disappears into
the barn. He pops back out holding two small, red buckets with wire handles.
Nodding toward the patch of blueberry bushes that run along the edge of his land,
Benedict encourages us, “Go pick what you want!” (Fieldnotes)

Interactions such as this one that minimized or eliminated barriers to community
members’ participation in the organization were common at the Community Project,
particularly between staff and community members. Staff members routinely offered in
meetings and in one-on-one conversations with community members to facilitate the
participation of anyone who wanted to participate in the organization: staff offered to talk
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through community members’ project-proposal ideas, to help community members apply
for positions on the community board, and to help community members secure a ride to
or childcare during a coalition meeting. When community members worried that farmers’
perspectives were missing in one of the coalitions, staff began a series of regular
interviews with farmers on their farms and then brought the farmers’ concerns back to the
coalition’s meetings, which took place during farmers’ working hours. When this method
of obtaining more farmers’ input proved too cumbersome, staff changed the time and
place of coalition meetings in order to make the meetings more accessible to farmers,
whose participation then increased.
These types of interactions signaled to community members that participation in
the Community Project is open to all who are interested in participating, not just to those
with conventionally valued formal-organization experience, college degrees, Englishlanguage fluency, free time on a weekday, or access to childcare or a ride to a meeting.
These interactions enabled the participation of community members—such as Benedict,
whose native language is not English, and Elsie, who is in her 90s and needs help getting
to and from coalition meetings—whose participation in the Community Project may have
been severely limited or non-existence if not for these interactions.
As encompassing encounters, these types of interactions brought more community
members into the participatory decision-making structures created by (and continuously
modified by) each coalition, and they highlighted the shared, collectively created rules
and procedures that applied to all participants, regardless of status-based characteristics
such as level of education, age, or immigrant status. Within the coalitions’ participatory
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structures and consensus-based decision-making processes, the conventionally
“powerful” (e.g., non-profit directors and college-educated city planners) and the
conventionally “powerless” (e.g., immigrant farmers and women of color experiencing
homelessness) were, as much as possible, constrained and enabled by a shared and
collectively created set of rules, norms, and expectations. The same social boundaries of
action were meant to encompass all of them.
THE INSTITUTIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF SYMMETRIZING AND
ENCOMPASSING ENCOUNTERS
At both DSchool and the Community Project, symmetrizing and encompassing
encounters depended on the existence of other elements institutionalized within each of
the organizations—specifically power-balancing organizational structures and cultural
tropes and discourses that limited the role of the conventionally powerful. At DSchool,
symmetrizing encounters in which staff deflected authority inevitably pointed toward
structures such as School Meeting or the school’s various co-ops. Symmetrizing
encounters in which staff minimized their own influence over a JC write-up depended on
the existence of the Judicial Committee and its careful, daily process of investigating and
deciding cases. Similarly, encompassing encounters that invoked the shared set of
collectively created rules applied to all, whether staff or student, also depended on the
existence of an organizational structure—again, School Meeting.
Symmetrizing and encompassing encounters at the Community Project also
depended on power-balancing organizational structures and procedures for those
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encounters to have a real power-shifting effect within the organization. At the
Community Project these included practices such as consensus-based decision-making,
meetings being open to the public, the provision of transportation to and childcare at
meetings, and (in some coalitions) unconventional meeting times and locations.
Symmetrizing encounters in which Foundation staff declared, “It’s up to you!” and “Own
it! Change it!” only had real meaning within the context of governance structures and
decision-making processes in which community participants had decision-making power.
Similarly, encompassing encounters focused on eliminating barriers to participation
would have been meaningless without the participatory structures and consensus-based
processes that each coalition had developed, debated, and now abides by.
In addition to being embedded in power-balancing organizational structures,
symmetrizing and encompassing encounters at both DSchool and the Community Project
were also supported by power-balancing cultural tropes and discourses that limited the
legitimate role of the conventionally powerful and expanded the set of valued
characteristics of the conventionally powerless. One such trope was voiced by Spencer
Stevens when he referred to the Foundation (including his fellow family members who
comprise the Foundation’s board of trustees) as “referees” whose role is to make sure that
the coalitions’ decisions are the result of their self-designed, consensus-based processes.
When speaking in meetings and informal discussions, Community Project staff
also used metaphors and cultural tropes that limited their own legitimate role in relation
to that of community participants. Staff members spoke about the Community Project as
being a “container for change,” a “backbone organization” whose role is to support the

139
work being led and implemented by community members. They frequently used the
phrase “look like an organization, but act like a movement.”
These phrases were voiced repeatedly in a two-day retreat for the newly formed
transitional board, the group of community members who would meet monthly to refine
the Community Project’s mission and vision statements, draft its bylaws, and develop
priorities and processes for what would become the Project’s governing body of
community members. Isaac, a Foundation staff member, interjected during a discussion
about the Community Project’s mission and purpose, “I have a phrase written under my
computer. It’s ‘Look like an organization’—which means to me the minutia, the roles, the
structures, all of that—‘but act like a movement.’” Will, a consultant who works for the
Community Project and who was facilitating the retreat, nodded and added:
I think one of the complicated things is that there has been an organization behind
this work, the Stevens Foundation and the Community project. But what that
organization has been put together to do has been not to create an organization but
to support a movement….Really the coalitions are doing the work, the
programmatic stuff. But our role [as the Community Project’s staff] has been not
to get into all of that. Our role is to provide a container. (Fieldnotes)

When Will finished talking, Ed, a community member, smiled broadly and nodded his
head several times as he burst out, “I love that!” He scribbled the words, “Look like an
organization. Act like a movement,” on the top of the notebook that lay open on the table
in front of him. Darcy, another community member, nodded in agreement and asked,
“Can we put that up?” Someone stood up and scribbled the phrase on one of the large
sheets of paper affixed to the wall where the group was capturing ideas from their
conversation.
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These phrases—“look like an organization, but act like a movement” and being a
“container for change”—were often repeated by staff and participants over the next year
as the Community Project transitioned from being a foundation-run entity to being a
nonprofit organization with a governing board composed of community members. The
phrases became shorthand for the idea that the Community Project, while having the
trappings of a conventional organization, is meant to be a community-centered movement
propelled by community participants rather than by its hired staff.
These cultural tropes—the idea that the Foundation is merely a “referee,” that the
Community Project is to be a “container for change,” and that it is to “look like an
organization, but act like a movement”—are ones that emphasize the community-led
nature of the organization and, thereby, limit the legitimate role of the conventionally
powerful while expanding that of the conventionally powerless. Voiced repeatedly, these
ideas became part of staff and participants’ shared definition of the situation, their shared
understanding of the expected roles of staff members and community participants. These
metaphors served as the contextual background for symmetrizing and encompassing
encounters aimed at shifting power relations within the organization.
Power-balancing cultural tropes and metaphors also undergirded the
symmetrizing and encompassing encounters at DSchool. As discussed above, the
school’s often repeated commitment, “We don’t assume competency based on age,” is
the basis for the many encompassing encounters that involve the school’s certification
processes. This phrase created an expectation among staff and students that age is not a
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legitimate basis for determining who may eat while sitting on a coach or who may use
school property that is messy, expensive, or dangerous.
Other elements of discourse within DSchool provided contextual background, a
shared definition of the situation, that emphasized the relatively limited legitimate role of
staff. For example, staff were never referred to as teachers. In an open house for
individuals interested in “running for staff”—that is, going through the process that
would allow them to run for election to become a staff member during the following
school year—Nina, a current staff member, made it clear to the staff candidates that they
would be “staff,” not “teachers”:
Nina says in a matter-of-fact tone, “We’re not teachers. You will not be a teacher
if you work here. We are staff people. And that’s a very deliberate language
choice. There are moments when you might teach something, but we all teach
[she motions to the three staff members sitting in a line at her sides] as much as
the ten-year-olds teach each other.” She pauses for a beat and then adds, “Our job
is to keep the lights on so kids can self-direct their learning.” (Fieldnotes)
Deliberately narrowing the role from “teacher” to that of “staff” whose job is to “keep the
lights on,” staff and students at DSchool participated in a discourse that severely limited
the legitimate actions of staff while expanding the role of students. The title of “staff” and
the repeated refrain that their role is to “keep the lights on” reminded staff and students
that the teacher/student and adult/child power relation at DSchool is meant to be different
than that in conventional schools. In contrast to the conventional role of teachers, in
which they have authority over students and direct students’ learning, the role of staff at
DSchool is different: they are there to keep the school running on the most basic level, to
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make sure the school’s bills get paid so the school’s lights stay on, so students can learn
from one another and direct their own learning.
Similar to the power-shifting cultural tropes used at the Community Project, those
used at DSchool created a shared sense of “what’s going on here” (Goffman 1974) that
served as background understandings for symmetrizing and encompassing encounters.
Anchored in these shared understandings of the expected role of staff and students,
symmetrizing and encompassing encounters in which, for example, staff refused to give a
student permission to go outside or wrote themselves up for breaking a school rule, were
not merely idiosyncratic abdications of authority. Instead, they were interactions that
supported and were supported by power-redistributing discourses and organizational
structures. It is these institutionalized elements that gave symmetrizing and encompassing
encounters their teeth, their grip as meaningful and actionable realities within each of the
organizations.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
New institutional arrangements, ranging from participatory budgeting to
community policing to free-range parenting, are shifting the social relations and, thereby,
the power dynamics within their institutional spheres. Moving away from top-down
decision-making, these institutional arrangements have the potential to shift power
relations between the conventionally powerful and conventionally powerless. However,
since existing research on power has focused primarily on explaining how power
imbalances are created and maintained, little attention has been paid to on-the-ground
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attempts to share or balance power. Therefore, we know little about the types of
interactions that might transform rather than reproduce imbalances in power relations.
Drawing on ethnographic data from two organizations attempting to shift the
conventional power relations within their respective institutions, I present a typology of
encounters based on their power-shifting dynamic (see Figure 4.1). Since existing
research has focused on interactional processes that concentrate power, what are in my
typology asymmetrizing encounters and constricting encounters, here I have focused on
the two types of encounters that facilitate the balancing of power relations across
institutional roles: symmetrizing encounters and encompassing encounters. Symmetrizing
encounters are interactions in which the capacity of the conventionally powerful to act
upon the boundaries limiting their own or others’ actions is constrained or contracted
while that of the conventionally powerless is enabled or expanded. In this type of
encounter, a conventional power imbalance is minimized or erased. Like symmetrizing
encounters, encompassing encounters also facilitate the balance of a power relation.
However, instead of bringing into closer alignment differences in the capacities of the
conventionally powerful and powerless to act on social boundaries that delimit action,
encompassing encounters emphasize the existence of a shared social boundary that
constrains and enables all actors. Notably, these two types of encounters do not eliminate
any sense of legitimate authority. Instead, they shift authority from being vested in
individuals within a hierarchical structure to being vested in the collective.
At both DSchool and the Community Project, symmetrizing and encompassing
encounters depended on organizational structures and cultural tropes and discourses that
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limited the role of the conventionally powerful. If they had not been backed by powerbalancing institutionalized elements in each organization, symmetrizing and
encompassing encounters are likely to have been simply hollow words or idiosyncratic
abdications of authority by staff. Instead, these encounters were embedded in
organizational structures such as weekly School Meeting, the daily JC meeting, and
consensus-based decision-making processes. These organizational structures provided
avenues for action, and they served as interaction rituals in which the conventionally
powerful and the conventionally powerless routinely enacted their commitments to
shared decision-making and the redistribution of power (Collins 2004). Power-balancing
discourses were also key institutionalized elements within each organization. Discourses
of “don’t assume competency based on age,” valuing “lived experience,” and “look like
an organization, but act like a movement” provided a shared definition of the situation
and understanding of “what’s going on here” (Goffman 1974). Together, these discourses
and organizational structures gave symmetrizing and encompassing encounters their grip
as meaningful and actionable realities within each of the organizations.
These findings suggest that interactions that transform rather than reproduce
imbalances in power relations are possible. However, the balancing (or near-balancing)
of formerly unbalanced power relations relies on power-distributing mechanisms that are
consistent and aligned across multiple levels within an organization, from interactions, to
organizational structures, to organizational culture and discourse. Symmetrizing
encounters and encompassing encounters are the interactional building blocks within
such an effort. In contrast to interactional phenomena such as othering, subordinate
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adaptation, emotion management, and boundary maintenance that reinforce imbalanced
power relations (Schwalbe et al. 2000), symmetrizing and encompassing encounters
represent the other side of the interactional coin.
These findings highlight an important element that has been largely overlooked in
previous research investigating attempts to shift power relations: the importance of
consistency and alignment of power-shifting mechanisms at multiple levels throughout an
organization or group. When viewed against the backdrop of the findings I present here,
it becomes clear that the literature on democratic innovations, collectivist-democratic
organizations, and youth empowerment projects is filled with examples of how the
misalignment of interactions, organizational structures, and overarching discursive and
cultural elements serves as a barrier to attempts to shift power relations.
For example, in their study of participatory budgeting, Baiocchi and Ganuza
(2017) found that participatory budgeting processes often provided opportunities for
citizens to participate, deliberate, and voice their desires regarding budget priorities;
however, those deliberations were often disconnected from actual decision-making
power, which continued to be tangled in bureaucratic structures impervious to citizen
voice. Thus, citizen deliberation—what Baiocchi and Ganuza (2017) refer to as the
“communicative dimension”—and actual decision-making (the “sovereignty dimension”)
were often decoupled, making participatory budgeting less effective as a democratic
innovation aimed at redistributing power among citizens. Baiocchi and Ganuza (2017:50)
concluded that the misalignment between the communicative and the sovereignty
dimensions constitutes the “fundamental contradiction of democratic innovations”: “they
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invite participation to debate the common good but do not endow ordinary citizens with
the power to determine outcomes.”
In addition to highlighting this misalignment between participation structures and
decision-making structures, Baiocchi and Ganuza (2017) also documented
inconsistencies between interactions among participants and overarching cultural
discourses. For example, the citizen-centered elements of participatory budgeting did not
align with the technocratic, expert-driven discourses within municipal governments. This
inconsistency led to struggles between community representatives and city administrators
over what counts as knowledge, the technocratic knowledge of city bureaucrats or the
local, lived experience of citizens (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2017). Notably, these struggles
took place in the absence of a shared cultural discourse—such as the Community
Project’s valuing of participants’ lived experience, or the understanding that the role of
DSchool staff is merely to “keep the lights on”— consistent with the power-shifting goals
of the participatory budgeting process.
Studies of youth civic engagement projects and efforts to empower youth have
also documented how attempts to shift power relations may be thwarted by
inconsistencies and misalignment among interactions and institutionalized elements
within an organization (Eliasoph 2014; Gruber and Trickett 1987). For example, in her
study of youth civic engagement projects, Eliasoph (2014) found that, in interactions with
youth, adult staff urged youth to take ownership of projects; however, unlike the
symmetrizing and encompassing encounters I describe at DSchool and the Community
Projects that were embedded in power-distributing organizational structures, those that
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Eliasoph documented were ineffective due to their being misaligned with organizational
elements that did not serve to redistribute power. While staff members encouraged youth
to take the reins in determining the direction of a particular project or event—“It’s open
and undeﬁned, up to you to decide whatever,” an adult staff member told youth planning
an annual city-wide celebration (Eliasoph 2014:467)—given other organizational
realities, these exhortations were hollow. Instead, the projects’ funding structures and
timelines resulted in the lack of deliberation among the youth, the pre-determined focus
of supposedly youth-led projects, and an organizational culture focused on accounting
and measurement rather than actual youth empowerment.
Therefore, unlike Isaac’s urging of participants who took issue with the
Community Project’s mission to “Own it! Change it!”—a realistic possibility given that
there were organizational structures in place for that to happen at the Community
Project—similar urgings by staff at the youth-centered organizations Eliasoph (2014)
studied had no such organizational teeth. Instead of being backed by power-distributing
institutionalized elements within the youth organizations, interactions that might
otherwise be symmetrizing or encompassing were in tension with organizational elements
that served as barriers to youth empowerment. This lack of power-balancing elements
consistent at all levels within the organizations, not just at the level of interactions,
contributed to these youth civic engagement projects being failed attempts to balance
power between adults and youth.
In addition to these examples from Eliasoph (2014) and Baiocchi and Ganuza
(2017), other studies illustrate the multi-level misalignment of organizational elements—
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interactions, organizational structures, and overarching discourses and ideological
commitments—in efforts to shift power relations (Gruber and Trickett 1987; Heller 2001;
Mayes 2010; Swidler 1979). While these studies do not necessarily focus on the
organizational misalignments of power-distributing mechanisms, they nevertheless
document such inconsistencies as being barriers to efforts aimed at shifting conventional
power relations. This pattern in the literature on democratic innovations and alternative
organizations has been largely overlooked. The findings I present here shed new light on
this pattern and suggest that future research on attempts to shift power relations will do
well to focus on the consistency and alignment of power-shifting elements within any
such effort. Furthermore, the typology of power-shifting encounters that I present here,
and especially the identification of symmetrizing and encompassing encounters as the
micro-foundations of organizational attempts to balance power relations, provides
conceptual scaffolding for further research on attempts to democratize institutions from
above.
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Chapter 5: Closing Thoughts

How do organizations transform and reproduce social inequality? To answer this
question, in this dissertation I use ethnographic data and in-depth interviews at three
organizations seeking to transform social inequalities: a “pipeline” program that prepares
low-income students of color to attend elite boarding schools and go on to elite colleges;
a democratic school designed to give students and adults an equal voice in decisions; and
a philanthropic foundation seeking to transfer control over its grantmaking to a
community-based board. Although the answers I present are far from exhaustive, they
highlight mechanisms related to organizational structures, discourses, and interactions
that bolster and challenge inequalities. In doing so, my findings contribute to the limited
empirical literature on pipeline programs, democratic schools, and alternative models of
philanthropy. My findings also contribute to theoretical literatures on the creation of
social capital, mechanisms of social reproduction via elite schooling, and power.
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES AND SOCIAL CAPITAL
Findings from my study at Launch, the pipeline program, highlight the important
role organizational structures may play in generating social capital. As the case of Launch
demonstrates in Chapter 2, organizational structures can generate social ties that are
stratified, thereby providing participants access to social contacts who occupy a range of
hierarchical positions and who are able to provide a mix of resources that are beneficial
in different contexts and at different times. Furthermore, to the extent that organizational
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structures create ties that vary in frequency of interaction, duration, intensity, and
reciprocity (Granovetter 1973), these structures will likely equip participants with both
strong ties and weak ties, an advantageous combination for both expressive and
instrumental purposes (Burt 2000; Granovetter 1973). To the extent that these ties reach
“up” and also provide access to others occupying a range of positions within hierarchical
structures, they are likely to yield even greater returns (Lin 2001). In short, the case of
Launch demonstrates that organizational structures can serve as network-structuring tools
that build social networks with advantageous characteristics.
These findings contribute to the sociological literature in two ways. First, they
support and extend Small’s (2009) argument that organizations broker social ties among
participants and thereby contribute to differences in individuals’ stores of social capital.
Whereas Small (2009) found that ties among mothers were largely an unintentional
byproduct of childcare centers’ attempts to meet their own needs, I find that
organizational structures can be used as a tool to create social ties and resulting social
networks that are likely to be advantageous. Although my study is not comparative, this
case suggests that differences in social capital may result not only from differences in
organizational participation (as Small [2009] found) but also from variation in how
organizations structure social ties among participants.
Second, the findings in Chapter 2 contribute to literature on the process of social
mobility via elite educational institutions and the role that pipeline programs may play in
influencing the social and emotional costs associated with this process. The relatively
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smooth transitions and positive experiences Launch mentors reported at their boarding
schools parallel those of the “privileged poor” in Jack’s (2014, 2015) study of lowincome students attending an elite college. My findings build upon Jack’s (2014, 2015)
by looking further back in the educational trajectory of students who will become, in
Jack’s terms, members of the “privileged poor” once they enter college. While Jack
argues that the more positive college experiences of the “privileged poor” are rooted in
those students’ high school experiences, my findings indicate that at least some portion of
the valuable stocks of capital that these students acquire is rooted instead in the
preparation and support they receive in pipeline programs—that is, prior to entering
private high schools.
Furthermore, the findings in Chapter 2 suggest that students who participate in
pipeline programs may continue to access valuable resources embedded in the social ties
they obtained through these programs. For Launch students, the boarding-school-based
social ties that they have upon arrival at boarding school are those created through the
organizational structures of Launch. Launch students then draw upon these ties as they
progress through these elite schools, which equip the students with still greater stores of
capital—particularly forms of cultural capital—that ease their transition into elite
colleges, such as the one attended by the students in Jack’s (2014, 2015) study
(Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Khan 2011).
Unless we pay closer attention to differences in the degree to which organizations
purposefully create and structure social ties among participants, we run the risk of
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overestimating the importance of individual agency and personal characteristics in
determining differences in individuals’ levels of social capital. As the case study of
Launch suggests, turning our attention to how organizations structure social connections
among participants is an important step in understanding strategies to mitigate existing
inequalities in social capital. Future research could expand the findings in Chapter 2 by
comparing the characteristics of networks in organizations that purposefully structure
social ties with the characteristics of networks in organizations that do not, or by
comparing the characteristics of networks in organizations that purposefully structure
social ties in different ways—for example, through long-term mentoring relationships, a
series of short-term mentoring relationships, peer-to-peer collaborations, or the
assignment of mentors or peers for specific professional or psychosocial purposes
(Higgins and Kram 2001).
DISCOURSES OF MERITOCRACY
Findings from my study at Launch also highlight the hidden curriculum that the
program’s academic curriculum conveys to students. Launch students undergo a rigorous
selection process meant to ensure their high intellectual ability. They begin the program
feeling confident and are repeatedly reminded by administrators and mentors that they
have been “chosen,” “handpicked,” and that they are capable of doing well at Launch and
in the elite boarding schools they will attend. They encounter an academic curriculum
designed to ensure that they struggle, and they experience and overcome feelings of
frustration and self-doubt. They ultimately complete the program and go on to boarding
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school with a powerful feeling of self-confidence and a belief that it is individual hard
work that will determine their success, academic and otherwise. Thus, as I show in
Chapter 3, the academic curriculum at Launch equips students with valuable emotional
resources and conveys messages about meritocratic success and failure.
On the level of individual students, the emotional processes that are induced by
Launch’s academic curriculum and that lead to renewed or increased self-confidence are
likely to serve students well when they enter boarding school. The academically-induced
emotional rollercoaster of Launch may spare Launch students at least some of the
emotional costs—particularly those related to self-doubt in the presence of more
academically-prepared classmates—associated with attending an elite educational
institution (see e.g., Gaztambide-Fernández 2009; Horvat and Antonio 1999; Howard
2008; Ispa-Landa 2013; Khan 2011; Kuriloff and Reichert 2003). These emotional
lessons may also protect students from experiencing some of the negative outcomes, such
as academic under-performance and academic disengagement, that may result from
stereotype threat (Steele 2010), which may be especially powerful for students of color in
the context of elite boarding schools.
However, even as Launch helps students evade patterns of social inequality that
would otherwise disadvantage them, students’ experiences in the program may reinforce
a story line that undergirds durable patterns of inequality. Against the backdrop of the
American Dream and society’s championing of individual talent, effort, and hard work,
the notion of individual responsibility for “earning” success that Launch inculcates in
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students may ultimately serve to strengthen the myth of a meritocratic society that
rewards individuals based on their talents and efforts (see e.g., McLeod and Yates 2006;
Walkerdine 2003; Youdell 2004). The message of “earned” success masks the degree to
which these very students come to be seen—and perhaps see themselves—as evidence
that the system in fact works for those willing to work hard enough, and leaves behind
those who lack the proper work ethic or individual talent. By eschewing a more structural
understanding of success (or failure), this meritocratic message may blunt Launch
students’ recognition and critique of overarching social, political, cultural, and economic
systems that contribute to the reproduction of social inequalities along predictable lines of
race, ethnicity, and social class.
These findings contribute to the limited empirical literature on pipeline programs
and to the more robust theoretical literature on mechanisms of social reproduction via
elite schooling and the role pipeline programs may play in this process. My findings
suggest that, while programs such as Launch may support the educational advancement
and emotional adjustment of individual students entering elite schools, they may also
prevent these students from challenging processes that create persistent patterns of social
inequality. As pipeline programs seek to diversify the social, political, and economic elite
and prepare a new face of leadership, the lessons students learn in the course of this
preparation may ultimately reinforce the ideologies undergirding the social inequalities
that these programs help students sidestep.
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POWER-DISTRIBUTING INTERACTIONS
Findings from my study at the Community Project and DSchool highlight types of
interactions that facilitate the redistribution of power across institutional roles. I present a
typology of encounters based on their power-shifting dynamic. Since existing research
has focused on interactional processes that concentrate power, what are in my typology
asymmetrizing encounters and constricting encounters, I have focused on the two types
of encounters that facilitate the balancing of power relations across institutional roles:
symmetrizing encounters and encompassing encounters. As I demonstrate in Chapter 4,
symmetrizing encounters are interactions in which a conventional power imbalance is
minimized or erased. In this type of encounter, the capacity of the conventionally
powerful to act upon the boundaries limiting their own or others’ actions is constrained or
contracted while that of the conventionally powerless is enabled or expanded.
Like symmetrizing encounters, encompassing encounters also facilitate the
balance of a power relation. However, instead of bringing into closer alignment
differences in the capacities of the conventionally powerful and powerless to act on social
boundaries that delimit action, encompassing encounters emphasize the existence of a
shared social boundary that constrains and enables all actors. Notably, these two types of
encounters do not eliminate any sense of legitimate authority. Instead, they shift authority
from being vested in individuals within a hierarchical structure to being vested in the
collective.
Notably, as I argue in Chapter 4, if symmetrizing and encompassing encounters
had not been backed by power-balancing institutionalized elements in each organization,
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these encounters are likely to have been simply hollow words or idiosyncratic abdications
of authority by staff. Instead, these encounters were embedded in organizational
structures such as weekly School Meeting, the daily JC meeting, and consensus-based
decision-making processes. These organizational structures provided avenues for action,
and they served as interaction rituals in which the conventionally powerful and the
conventionally powerless routinely enacted their commitments to shared decision-making
and the redistribution of power (Collins 2004). Power-balancing discourses, which
provided a shared definition of the situation and understanding of “what’s going on here”
(Goffman 1974), were also key institutionalized elements within each organization.
Together, these discourses and organizational structures gave symmetrizing and
encompassing encounters their grip as meaningful and actionable realities within each of
the organizations.
These findings suggest that interactions that transform rather than reproduce
imbalances in power relations are possible. However, the balancing (or near-balancing)
of formerly unbalanced power relations relies on power-distributing mechanisms that are
consistent and aligned across multiple levels within an organization, from interactions, to
organizational structures, to organizational culture and discourse. Symmetrizing
encounters and encompassing encounters are the interactional building blocks within
such an effort.
These findings contribute to research on power by highlighting an important
element that has been largely overlooked in previous research investigating attempts to
shift power relations: the importance of consistency and alignment of power-shifting
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mechanisms at multiple levels throughout an organization or group. When the literature
on democratic innovations, collectivist-democratic organizations, and youth
empowerment projects is viewed against the backdrop of the findings I present here, it
becomes clear that this literature is filled with examples of how the misalignment of
interactions, organizational structures, and overarching discursive and cultural elements
serves as a barrier to attempts to shift power relations (see, e.g., Baiocchi and Ganuza
2017; Eliasoph 2014; Gruber and Trickett 1987; Heller 2001; Mayes 2010; Swidler
1979). While these studies do not necessarily focus on the organizational misalignments
of power-distributing mechanisms, they nevertheless document such inconsistencies as
being barriers to efforts aimed at shifting conventional power relations.
This pattern in the literature on democratic innovations and alternative
organizations has been largely overlooked. The findings I present in Chapter 4 shed new
light on this pattern and suggest that future research on attempts to shift power relations
will do well to focus on the consistency and alignment of power-shifting elements within
any such effort. Furthermore, the typology of power-shifting encounters that I present in
Chapter 4, and especially the identification of symmetrizing and encompassing
encounters as the micro-foundations of organizational attempts to balance power
relations, provides conceptual scaffolding for further research on attempts to democratize
institutions from above.
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